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PREFACE 


his book, dealing with the most recent develop- 
ments in painting and sculpture, is not an 
attempt to defend extremes of expression in a par- 
tisan spirit. Like many other people, | enjoy modern 
art with an enthusiasm which | try to keep free from 
intellectual prejudices, | am willing to admit that 
enthusiasm, being an emotional attitude, is a pre- ° 
judice of another kind; but it is, in honest men, 
an inevitable one. Positive criticism begins as an. 
impulse to defend one’s instinctive preferences; but 
it only deserves the name of criticism if it reaches 
beyond the personal standpoint to one which is 
universal—that is to say, philosophical or scientific. 
This has become a commonplace of modern literary 
criticism, but it needs to be affirmed in the sphere 
of art criticism, which in this cous has not been 
in any sense systematic. 4 
The pragmatical Englishman is nabituithy content 
with such a state of affairs, especially since it justifies 
him ina hearty scorn of a phenomenon so disturbing 
to his complacency as modern art. The modern 
artist—by which term | mean the artist modern in 


sentiment as well as in circumstance—is in this 
manner gradually isolated. The public in general 
will not accept him at his face value, and is far too 
cautious to be convinced by a partisan enthusiasm. 
That such a situation has its dangers is proved by 
recent events in Germany. Before the coming into 


power of the present dictatorship, modern art en- 


joyed in Germany an esteem unequalled in any other 


part of Europe. Most towns of any importance had 


representative collections of modern painting and 
sculpture; in some cases these collections were as 
contemporary as a modern exhibition of motor-cars 
or Paris fashions (to take two spheres in which an 
obscure will to art does find adequate expression). 
Most of the leading German artists held positions 
as teachers in official art schools or were in more 
indirect ways supported by the State; museums and 
galleries were directed by the kind of informed 
criticism which | have indicated as desirable. Indeed, 
a happy state of affairs. But with the access to 
absolute power of a group of men, who, whatever 
may be said of their political abilities, can hardly be 
described as distinguished by any particular sensi- 
bility for the plastic arts, this state of affairs was 
suddenly destroyed. Artists and museum directors 
were dismissed from their posts, modern paintings 
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and sculpture were relegated to the cellars or 
suffered worse indignities. This was entirely the 
result of a monstrous illogicality which identified 
modernism in art with communism in politics. The 
word ‘‘Kulturbolschewismus’’ was invented, and 
under that cry a far-reaching vendetta was declared 
on those movements in contemporary art which are 
the subject of this book. My ‘‘apologia’’ for modern 
“art was not written with this situation in view; but 
the object of this Preface is to claim that the theories 
| put forward involve a complete denial of the cul- 
tural identity of the modern movement in art and 
the communist or bolshevist movement in politics. 
Afew modern artists may be Communists, and some 
are undoubtedly Jews—a fact which may have more 
to do with the matter than the German politicians 
would admit. But the majority of modern artists 
are neither Jews nor Communists, not racialists or 
politicians of any kind. They are just artists, and, if 
anything, the more “‘modern”’ they are in spirit as | 
artists, the more disinterested and detached they 
become. In short, the good artist is very rarely 
interested in anything but his art. 
So much is a matter of present fact; but in this 
book | hope | have shown further that even in its 
origins and development the modern movement in 
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art has nothing whatsoever to do with sentiments 


external to its nature. You may, if you like, connect 
it inevitably with the general course of culture and 
civilisation since the Renaissance; but not only 
modern art, but modern ideas of every sort, in- 
cluding certainly the ideas underlying fascism and 
nationalism, are the outcome of the same tendency. 
Modern art is inevitably modern; but its modernity 
is expressed in terms which are strictly artistic, and 
these are the result of developments within the 
technique and science of art. The great artists who 
have most determined the course of modern art— 
Constable, Turner, Cézanne, Matisse, Picasso—have 
been and are singularly devoid of ideologies of any 
kind. They live in their vision and their paint, and 
follow the inevitable course dictated by their sensi- 
bility. : 
That their reliance on their sensibility may have 
had revolutionary consequences is perhaps to be 
admitted; but that too is an inevitable tendency of 
the modern spirit. The more mechanical the world 
becomes (not only the visible world, but the actual 
process of living) the less spiritual satisfaction there 
is to be found in the appearances of this world. The 
inner world of the imagination becomes more and 
more significant, as ifto compensate for the brutality 
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and the flatness of everyday life. That process of 
compensation has taken place in other historical 
periods, and art as strange and incomprehensible as 
any to be seen to-day may be found in the past. But 
not in the immediate past. The prejudice against 
modern art is, | am convinced, the result of a con- 
fined vision or a narrow range of sensibility. People 
forget that the artist (if he deserves that name) has 
the acutest sense of us all; and he can only be true 
to himself and to his function if he expresses that 
acuteness to the final edge. We are without courage, 
without freedom, without passion and joy, if we | 
refuse to follow where he leads. 
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Chapter | 


FROM REYNOLDS TO BERGSON: 
REVOLUTION IN THE THEORETICAL 
CONCEPTION OF ART 


want, in this first chapter, to trace that gradual 

change in the philosophy of beauty which has, so to 
speak, prepared the way for the practice of modern 
art. We must go back a long way — back, in fact, to 
the beginnings of the empirical method in criticism 
generally. We shall then find a growing awareness 
of the diversity of art, and as more and more mani- 
festations of the artist’s will come under the review 
of philosophers, the old a priori method becomes 
inadequate, and finally fails: a new science is born, | 
the science of art. It is a science which admits evi- 
dence from many fields hitherto not associated with 
the philosophy of beauty—evidence from history 
and anthropology, from religion and psychology, 
from morphology and philology —from every science 
that deals with the spirit of man and the modes of 
its expression. The difference which exists between 
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the modern science of art and what passed for the 
science of art in the eighteenth century—in the 
writings, for example, of our own Hogarth, Richard- 
son and Reynolds—is almost total. It seems even 
more distinct than the difference between the actual 
arts themselves. 


REYNOLDS AND THE GRAND MANNER 


The art of the eighteenth century, as represented 
by Reynolds and codified in his Discourses, is a most 
curious dead-end in human development. Until the 
close of the eighteenth century we can say that every 
period had its style, however obscure and however 
unworthy. But after this time the spirit of man 
apparently ceased to express itself in direct and 
original modes; it began instead to conform to 
previous modes of expression: and so we get that 
series of revivals of style—the neo-Gothic, the neo- 
classic, the debased eclecticism of the Great Exhibi- 
tions —ending with the end of the nineteenth century 
in a general bankruptcy of the academic tradition. 
The seeds of the decay were inherent in that 
secondary but finally predominant aspect of the 
Renaissance known as The Classical Revival. How 
far the ideals of the Classical Revival conform to 
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the principles and practice of the artists of ancient 
Greece | will not attempt to estimate; but we may 
say that that aspect of Greek art which emphasised 
its intellectual or rational structure was seized on 
and made the canon of all aesthetic expression. 
“There is (in Greek art) an almost metaphysical 
belief that beauty and the ideal type for sculptural 
representation are characterised by an almost super- 
sensual, because intellectual and mathematical, 
structure.’’? This notion of a canon of beauty, a 
type-form which should satisfy the reason in its | 
quest for perfection, is the dominant characteristic | 
of the whole classical tradition. When most justified _ 
(by the judgment of successive ages—a pragmatic 
test, | admit) this ideal reconciles the vitality of or- 
ganic life, especially as represented by the human 
form, with the stability and universality of an in- 
tellectual concept: a rational interpretation of 
natural facts; the organic lifted to the plane of the 
intellect; the vital seeking a point of equilibrium in 
perfection. But the virtue of an equilibrium is that» ¢ . 
it is easily upset: the thrill it communicates comes 
from its delicate tension. It was inevitable that the 
eighteenth century, with the gradual triumph of the 
Cartesian philosophy and the consequent degrada- 


1 Rhys Carpenter: The Esthetic Basis of Greek Art (1921). 
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tion of instinct and imagination, should overweight 
the balance on the side of reason. And precisely that 
eventuality is fatal to the existence of art. Art may 


flourish in a rank and barbaric manner from an 


excess of animal vitality; but it withers and dies in 
the arid excesses of reason. And it is because, not 
for the first time in the history of man, reason be- 
came predominant in the philosophy of art, that art 
in the eighteenth century suffered such a complete © 
eclipse. 3 
The obsequies are, appropriately enough, cele- 
brated with pomp and circumstance in the Discourses 
of Sir Joshua Reynolds; there the classical ideal is 
finally devitalised in the doctrine of the Grand 
Manner, or the Great Style. We shall best realise 
the distance modern art has travelled if we take this 
style as our point of departure. But it is not easy, 
as Reynolds himself realised, to define in what the 
great style consists; and Reynolds’s own training 
had been too empirical for him to acquiesce in the 
notion that taste or genius could be taught by rules. 
“‘Experience is all in all’’, he said, ‘but it is not 
everyone who profits by experience; and most 
people err, not so much from want of capacity to 
find their object, as from not knowing what object 
to pursue,... The power of discovering what is de- 
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formed in Nature, or, in other words, what is par- 
ticular and uncommon, can be acquired only by 
experience; and the whole beauty and grandeur of 
Art consists...in being able to get above all singular 
forms, local customs, particularities, and details of 
every kind. All the objects which are exhibited to 
our view by Nature, upon close examination will be 
found to have their blemishes and defects. The most 
beautiful forms have something about them like 
weakness, minuteness, or imperfection. But it is 
not every eye that perceives these blemishes. It 
must be an eye long used to the contemplation and 
comparison of these forms. The Painter who aims 
at the greatest style...corrects Nature by herself, : 
her imperfect state by her more perfect. His eye 
being enabled to distinguish the accidental defi- 
ciencies, excrescences, and deformities of things, 
from their general figures, he makes out an abstract 
idea of their forms more perfect than any one 
original.... This idea of the perfect state of Nature, 
which the artist calls the Ideal beauty, is the great” 
leading principle by which works of genius are 
conducted.” , | 

Here we have the final formulation of the classical 
doctrine in art, and this final formulation does not 
differ essentially from that of Dryden at the end of 
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the seventeenth century, or, for that matter, from 
that of Alberti in the fifteenth century. Common 
to them all is the notion that the artist ‘‘makes out 
an abstract idea’’; and that is the feature of the 
classical ideal to be kept in mind for purposes of 
contrast with the emergence ofa new ideal. Further, 
the classical ideal is a static ideal, an ideal based on 
_ the status quo of a particular civilisation, that civili- 
sation established in Greece and continued in Medi- 
terranean Europe until the present day. 


VICO AND THE RISE OF THE GENETIC 
CONCEPT OF ART 


If | were to select a single word to characterise the 
opposing ideal which already in the eighteenth cen- 
tury had made its obscure appearance, that word 
would be genetic. And if | were to select a single 
name as the originator of this ideal, that name would 
be Vico. Within two years of Reynolds’s birth, there 
was published in Italy the Scienza Nuova of Giam- 
battista Vico, a work which, though its title makes 
a claim for novelty, was in effect a return to the 
principles and methods of the Scholastic philosophy, 
which in their turn were based on the principles and 
methods of Aristotle. This ‘‘new science”’ involved 
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a conception of society as a developing organism, 
and Vico’s aim, as it concerns us now, was to deter- 
mine the place of art in the history of such an 
organism. This led him to the formulation of atheory 
of poetry totally distinct from the prevailing classical 
ideal, and distinct, therefore, from those principles 
of poetry which the seventeenth century regarded 
as for all times ‘‘laid down by Plato and confirmed 
by Aristotie’’. Vico identifies poetry with the primi- 
tive phase in the history of man: poetry is the first 
form of history, it is the metaphysic of man whilst 
he is still living in a direct sensuous relation to his 
environment, before he has learned to form uni- 
versals and to reflect. Imagination is clearly differen- 
tiated from intellect, and all forms of poetic activity 
are shown to depend on the imagination; in civilised 
epochs poetry can only be written by those who 
have the capacity to suspend the operation of the 
intellect, to put the mind in fetters and to return to 
the unreflecting mode of thought characteristic of 
the childhood of the race. 

| must not expatiate too much on Vico’s theory 
of poetry, though | believe it to be of profound 
significance: | can only refer to Croce’s exposition 
of the subject, to Vico himself, and throw out the 
prediction that we are going to hear a great deal 
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more about Vico in the immediate future, and that, 
in short, his theories are going to play a predominant 
part in the development of modern criticism. Mean- 
while | want to emphasise as significant the method 
employed by Vico: the return to origins. His theory 
is based on a study of mythology and particularly 
of Homer. And that is what | mean by the genetic 
method—a method which studies art in relation to 
its origins, its history and distribution—in brief, the 
empirical method itself. The whole of the modern 
tradition in art is a direct result of such an approach 
to art: art no longer conceived as a rational ideal, 
a painful striving towards an intellectual perfection; 
but art conceived as a stage in the ideal history of 
mankind, as a pre-logical mode of expression, as 
something necessary and inevitable and organic, the 
language of the Heroic age, the expression of imagi- 
native heroism in the life of the artist in any age. 


METAPHYSICAL AESTHETICS 


The next name | would like to mention is that of 
Herder, though | ought to refer in passing to his 
master Baumgarten, who has perhaps gained a 
rather fictitious importance by inventing the name 
aesthetics, and by making the first attempt to 
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differentiate it as a science. He defined aesthetics 
as ‘‘the science of sensuous knowledge”’, and gave 
birth to that great school of metaphysical aesthetic 
represented by Kant and Hegel—an_ idealistic, 
aprioristic approach to our subject which has little 
relevance to our practical enquiry. | cannot see that 
the course of art has in any way been influenced by 
the Critique of Judgment. But Herder, unlike Kant 
but like Vico, went back to the sources, to objective 
things, to primitive poetry and folk-song, and his 
conclusions are the same as Vico’s. Again | only 
want to insist on the method: it was applied in the 
main to the study of language and poetry, and its 
relevance to the visual or plastic arts was still un- 
observed. 

After Kant the world, as Jean Paul Richter said, 
swarmed with aestheticians. | have never been able 
to believe that the idealistic conception of art, de- 
veloped on the basis of Kant’s aesthetic by writers 
like Schiller, Fichte and Schelling, and given a more 
popular romantic expression by poets like Richter 
and Novalis, is worth the time that would be in- 
volved in mastering its mysteries. It is all based on 
the discussion of abstract categories like imagination 
and fancy, form and idea, which are rarely, if ever, 
related to objective works of art. There is no critical 
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method involved, no correlation of facts. To de- 
scribe the Homeric epic, as Schelling does, as ‘‘the 
very identity conditioning the foundation of history 
in the Absolute’’, is adeplorable departure from the 
precision of Vico’s Homeric criticism. | do not wish 
this to be construed as a reflection on philosophy in 
general, for philosophy properly conceived is the 
highest of all mental disciplines; but science is prior 
to philosophy; science must establish its facts before 
philosophy can make use of them. Philosophers 
have in general ignored the possibility of a science 
of art and have proceeded blissfully on a priori 
assumptions as to its nature. That is why | think 
we are entitled boldly to ignore the aesthetic of 
idealism. | have some compunction in applying 
such a sweeping statement to Hegel, in whom this 
aesthetic reaches its final and most definitive ex- 
pression. Hegel shows throughout his Philosophy of 
Fine Art a real sensibility towards all forms of art—a 
sensibility often in advance of his_time. | might 
instance, as examples of his acuity, his defence of the 
librettos of Mozart’s operas; his perception that the 
superiority of Dante’s epic over all other epics was 


due to the element of sympathy; and in the sphere. 


of the plastic arts, a passage like the following, which 
betrays a habit of accurate observation: 
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“It is, therefore, colour, and the art of colouring, 
which make the painter a painter. We dwell with 
pleasure, no doubt, on the drawing, and exception- 
ally so on the study or sketch, as on that which pre- 
eminently betrays the quality of genius; but how- 
ever rich with invention and imagination, with 
whatever directness the soul of an artist may assert 
itself in such studies by reason of the more trans- 
parent and mobile shell of their form, yet the fact 
remains that to be painting we must have colour, if 
the work is not to continue abstract from the point 
of view of its sensuous material in the vital indi- 
viduality and articulation of its objects. We must, 
however, at the same time admit that drawings and 
dry point drawings from the hand of great masters 
such as Raphael and Albrecht Durer are of real 
importance. In fact from a certain point of view we 
may say that it is just these hand drawings which 
carry with them the finest interest. We find here 
the wonderful result that the entire spirit of the 
master is expressed directly in such manual facility, 
a facility which places with the greatest ease, in 
instantaneous work, without any preliminary essays, 
the essential substance of the master’s conception. 
The border drawings of Diirer, for example, in the 
Prayer-book of the Munich library, are of inde- 


37 


be 


* 

scribable ideality and freedom. Idea and execution 
appear in such a case to be one and the same thing, 
whereas in finished pictures we cannot avoid the 
sense that the consummate result is only secured 
after repeated over-paintings, a continuous process 
of advance and finish.’’4 

But all Hegel’s experience of art was of no avail 
against the over-ruling necessities of his system, for, 
as Croce has pointed out, ‘‘the principles of Hegel’s 
system are at bottom rationalistic and hostile to 
religion, and hostile no less to art’’. Art for Hegel 
was only a stage, and a lower stage, in the progress 
of the mind towards truth. Art can only represent 
truth in sensible form, but, he thought, we have 
passed beyond the stage when the mind can be 
satisfied with such representations. The absolute 
must now be apprehended by the spirit, that is to 
say, by philosophy, and art must be discarded like 
the toys of a childhood we have outgrown. Ob- 
viously, a philosopher who puts art so firmly in the 
past cannot be of use to anyone who is trying to find 
a philosophy of art in the present. 

For similar reasons we shall pass by the names of 
Schopenhauer, Herbart and Schleiermacher; in spite 


* The Philosophy of Fine Art by G. W. F. Hegel. Trans. by 
F. P. B. Osmaston. 4 vols, 1920. Vol. iii, p. 275. 
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of the many brilliant things they have to say about 
art as a general concept, they are all engaged in the 
philosophical game of system-building, and we feel 


that their theories of art have no essential connec- 
tion with works of art. Fundamentally they are 
neither critically nor historically minded: they ac- 
cept the taste and cultural traditions of their own 
time as infallible and are content to quote as illus- 
trations a few hackneyed types like the Apollo of 
the Belvedere. The famous philologist, Wilhelm von 
Humboldt, is a much more significant figure. His 
specifically aesthetic works seem to be of no great 
originality, being mere commentaries on the classical 
canons: but his main work is based on an objective 
study of language and in this field he came to exactly 
the same conclusions as Vico—that language, for 
example, is a product of the struggle to reach an 
» intuition of things, that poetry precedes prose and 
gives us reality in its sensible appearance. But he 
never seems to have thought of applying this same 
objective method to the plastic arts, confining him- 
self to vague analogies and comparisons. 
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THE EMPIRICAL APPROACH 
This long and increasingly complicated movement 
of a priori aesthetics continued far past the middle 
of the nineteenth century, but its very excesses 
produced a reaction. The first to react were the 
positivists—Herbert Spencer and Grant Allen in 
England, and Taine in France—but in its first vio- 
lence this reaction was extremely crude: we come 
down from the clouds but we do not find ourselves 
in the region of art. | defy anyone to associate 
aesthetic sensibility with the mentality of Herbert 
Spencer. But it is a different matter with Gustav 
Theodor Fechner, whose Vorschule der Asthetik was 
first published in 1876. Fechner is the real founder 
of the modern science of art, the first philosopher 
to study art ‘‘von unten’’, to base an aesthetic on 
an empirical or inductive study of works of art. He 
inaugurated those experimental methods with a 
statistical aim which are still being pursued in psy- 
chological laboratories all over the world, in spite 
of Croce’s contemptuous dismissal of them as ‘‘a 
pastime or hobby neither more nor less important 
than playing Patience or collecting stamps’’. Re- 
garded separately these methods may often seem 
ridiculous enough and irrelevant; but in their aggre- 
gate, and as summarised, for example, in the survey 
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made by O. Kiilpe,! there can be no doubt that they 
have taught us a lot about the physical character of 
objects commonly accepted as beautiful, and a lot 
about the psychological reactions of various types of 
people to such objects. It is the philosopher’s own 
fault if he is not able to assimilate such facts into his 
general theory of art. 

| attach much more importance to the type of 
empirical.study represented by names like Gottfried 
Semper, Konrad Fiedler, and Ernst Grosse. Semper 
is the historical materialist in the sphere of art; 
he accepts (and this in itself is an original step 
for which he cannot be given too much credit) the 
whole evidence presented by works of art surviving 
from any epoch and asks: what are the universal and 
typical forms which we can discern in all this multi- 


plicity? He surveys all his material and points out ~ 


the recurring forms and motives; he then asks 
whether these are determined by the purpose which 
the object has to serve, the material from which it 
is made, or the nature of the tools and technical 
methods used in its making. Semper’s principal 
work? appeared in 1860 and has continued to 


1 Der gegenwartige Stand der experimentellen Asthetik (1906). 
2 Der Stil in den technischen und tektonischen Ktinsten, oder 
praktische Asthetik. 


4| 


ead 


— 


exercise considerable influence, not only on direct 
disciples in the method like Alois Riegl in his study 
of late Roman art, but on artists (the present-day 
emphasis on the doctrine that the artist must re- 
spect the nature of his material derives directly 
from it) and on museums (the new arrangement? of 
the Kunstgewerbe Museum in Cologne, for example. 
There is no doubt that Semper’s method is an 
extremely fertile one, and when it is used, as he 
used it, with unfailing sensibility and soundness, 
it must lead to a much better comprehension of 
the nature of the artistic activity in man, and the 
conditions which determine its forms throughout 
history—the conditions, we might add, which are 
determining its forms to-day. 

Semper’s ideas have been developed with great 
subtlety and intelligence by Konrad Fiedler, an 
aesthetician who is sadly neglected in England and 
grossly under-rated by writers like Croce. Fiedler 
holds fast to the idea that art is the will creative in 
' the terms of a material: the artist considers his 
material and solves, not a technical problem, but. a 
formal one. ‘‘The artist (he says) is not differen- 
tiated from other people by any special perceptive 
faculty enabling him to perceive more or with 

: For political reasons now being abandoned. 
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greater intensity, or endowing his eye with any 
special power of selecting, collecting, transforming, 
ennobling or illuminating; but rather by his peculiar 
gift of being able to pass immediately from percep- 
tion to intuitive expression; his relation to nature 
is not perceptive, but expressive ’’—and expressive, 
we might add, in tangible and sensible objects, 
objects which conform to their material essence. 
The artist speaks in stone, in wood, in bronze, in 
“colour, just as the poet speaks in words: the artist 
_.\makes thought visible, without the intermediary of 
verbal concepts. This is a very significant theory, one 
of the main theories underlying the practice of con- 
temporary artists. Fiedler, who was active in the 
eighties and nineties of the last century, was in close 
contact with the most original artists of his day— 
with Hans von Marées and Adolf von Hildebrand— 
and his doctrine, with its striking insistence on the 
‘necessity of originality (for there is no proper artistic 
activity in the use of hackneyed forms, as there 
would be no proper poetic expression in the use of 
hackneyed metaphors), is peculiarly relevant to our 
present purpose; Fiedler, in fact, was ready to admit 
that the new and significant in art can only arise out 
of direct opposition to the past, and in relation to 
modern architecture, for example, he would have 
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insisted on the necessity of thinking within the 
‘terms of the materials, steel and concrete, to the 
exclusion of all ideas derived from the utilisation of 
wood and stone. 

The third name | mentioned as particularly sig- 
nificant in the foundation of an aesthetic of modern 
art was that of Ernst Grosse. In 1894, whilst still in 
his twenties, | think, he published his first book, 
Die Anfange der Kunst (The Beginnings of Art). 
Grosse, more decisively than anyone else, breaks 
away from the idea that art is confined to the pro- 
ducts of the Graeco-Roman tradition, and insists on 
the science of art incorporating, in the manner of 
any other humanistic science, the whole genesis and 
scope of the artistic activity. And just as science in 
general, in so far as it is concerned with organic life, 
is almost inconceivable on any but a genetic and 
evolutionary basis, so this facet of human life must 
be studied in its origins and development. Thus 
began that research into prehistoric and primitive 
art which is still progressing, and which, by bringing 
to our attention the works of primitive and pre- 
historic peoples, and pointing out their aesthetic 
significance, has been one of the most powerful 
influences in modern art. For in primitive art we 
see so clearly, what is so difficult to perceive in the 
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complete expressions of highly cultured civilisa-. 
-. directly expressive quality of the artist’s » 
ision, its objectification in solid shapes. 


THE SIGNIFICANCE OF PRIMITIVE ART 


Parallel to this line of approach, and on the principle 
that ontogenesis repeats phylogenesis, we have had 
a serious study of the art of children, culminating in 
the comparatively recent works of Bihler, Wulff 
and Eng. I shall say no more about it than that it has 
fully confirmed the general validity of the genetic 
method in aesthetics, and again, by drawing attention 
to the positive qualities of children’s art, has had a » 
direct influence on the practice of modern artists— 
there has been a deliberate attempt to reach back 
to the naivety and fresh simplicity of the childlike 

~ eutlook—a retrograde step, of course, if you regard 
‘the march of intellect’? with complacency or 
satisfaction. It is not claimed that the art of savages, 
prehistoric men and children can be given the same 
value as the art of civilised men: in the humanistic 
scale of values, such art is almost negligible. But in 
any case, the whole question of values is outside our) © - 
enquiry: it is not the business of aesthetics to esta- 7< 
blish the values of art, but to explore its nature, and 
from this point of view it is impossible to exaggerate “~ : 
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the significance of primitive art. The virtue of a plant 
is in its seed: its form is implicit in its first shoot. 
We can learn more of the essential nature of art 
from its earliest manifestations in primitive man 
(and in children) than from its intellectual elabora- 
tion in great periods of culture. For in its later 


Stages art is overlaid by modes of life and manners 
/ that are not of its essence. Primitive man and the 


child do not distinguish in our ratiocinative manner 
between the real and the ideal. Art for them is 
perhaps not so disinterested: it is not extraneous 
and complementary to life, but an intensification of 
life: a stirring of the pulse, a heightening of the 
heart’s beat, a tautening of the muscles, a necessary 
and exigent mode of expression. Art, indeed, is 
regarded by primitive man as so important that its 
use is socialised; an artist for art’s sake would prob- 
ably have been killed as a dangerous devil, but an 
artist for the community’s sake became priest and 
king, for he was the maker of magic, the voice of the 
spirits, the inspired oracle, the intermediary through 
whom the tribe secured fertility for their crops or 
success for their hunters. His hand was veritably 
the hand of God. 

Art from this point of view, let us frankly admit, 
has nothing to do with polite culture or intelligence. 
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In its origins it is an exercise or activity of the senses, 
‘the visible expression of elementary intuitions. As 
such, it is not the possession of one people, but is 
diffused over the whole world. But in its creative 
aspect it is a limited activity—that is to say, it is 
confined to special individuals who have special 


faculties—not of feeling or of thought—but of ex- : 


pression, of objectification. With these faculties, the 
favoured individual can appeal to the senses, to the 
aesthetic emotions, of the community. Art is there- 
fore closely related to skill—not only because all 
visual or plastic arts depend on the use of some tool, 
but because one cannot otherwise describe the 
ability to fashion objects to the will, to the heart’s 
desire. But art is more than skill, because skill is 
purely functional. Art begins where function ends: 


it is a refinement on function, though it should not ~ 


interfere with function. Where functional forms are 
equal in operative efficiency, there is still room for 
the aesthetic sensibility to make a choice—to say 
that one spear-head is more beautiful than another, 
one axe more beautiful than another. And this 
brings us down to the root-problem of aesthetics— 
what do we imply by this preference? That one 
shape is more pleasing than another—but why? If 


it had done nothing else, the genetic method in * 
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aesthetics would have been justified in finally iso- 
lating that question. In order to answer it, another 
method was necessary—the psychological method. | 
It is not possible to explain the pleasure or satis- 
faction we derive from the formal elements in art 
until we have laid bare the physiology of instinctive 
responses, explained the part played by pattern in 
the stimulation of visual acuteness, the relation of 
rhythm to bodily and perhaps (as the Chinese would 
have us believe) to cosmic movements, the un- 
conscious appeal of concrete and abstract symbolism, 
the emotive effect of pure colours and tones, and 
so on. 


THE PSYCHOLOGY OF ART: THE 
RECEPTIVE ASPECT 


To give any adequate account of modern psycho- 
logical theories of art is beyond the scope of this 
essay. We owe the establishment of a scientific 
psychology of art mainly to four Germans—Karl 
Groos, Theodor Lipps, J. Volkelt, and Max Dessoir— 
and their enquiries revolve for the most part round 
what is known as the theory of Einfiihlung, or 
empathy. This theory tends to become so generalised 
that it loses a good deal of its specific application to 
works of art. Primarily it is a theory of aesthetic 
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appreciation, in contrast to the theories which we 
have just been considering, which were more con- 
cerned with the object and the conditions of its 
creation. It is a theory which finds the explanation 
of aesthetic pleasure in the nature of the sympathetic 
‘relation established between the spectator and the 
work of art. This is revealed as no mere fellow- 
feeling, of feeling with, but rather a form of imagina- 
tive identification of the self with the object, a 
_ feeling into. It is an immediate, direct, intuitive 
relation of perception to the form of the object. 
Lipps, who is the classical exponent of the theory, 
describes it in this way: Vv 

“The object of sympathy is our objectified ego, 
transposed into others and therefore discovered in 
them. We feel ourselves in others and we feel others 
in ourselves. In others, or by means of them, we 
feel ourselves happy, free, enlarged, elevated, or the 
contrary of all these. The aesthetic feeling of sym- 
pathy is not a mere mode of aesthetic enjoyment, it 
is that enjoyment itself. All aesthetic enjoyment is 
founded, in the last analysis, singly and wholly upon 
sympathy: even that caused by geometrical, archi- 
tectonic, and other abstract lines and forms.’’ 

But it would be an abuse of the word to describe 
the latter mode of feeling as sympathy: we do not 
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necessarily humanise the rising column or the 
graceful vase which we contemplate: we feel into 
‘their shape, conform to it, and react to its limits, 
its mass, its rhythmic convolution; and so we invent 
the word empathy. Further, it is possible to say that 
empathy is a vitally different thing according as the 
object of contemplation is human, organic, or ab- 
stract; Lipps himself distinguishes between simple _. 
and symbolic empathy. What | want to make clear, 
and | think my statement is warranted by Lipps and 
Volkelt, is that the initial stage in this process is not 
one of feeling: it is not merely a sentimental asso- 
ciation of the self with the object. There is a direct 
intuitive awareness of form, an unconscious identi- _ 
fication, and the specifically aesthetic feeling follows. 
This is made particularly clear by certain types of 
contemporary abstract art. 

We must, in fact, distinguish three stages in the 
complete aesthetic experience before a work of art: 
(I) the immediate perception or apprehension of 
the object, (2) the reaction of the affective system 
to the form of the apprehended object, and (3) the 
reaction of the spectator’s mind to the conceptual 
nature of the object, to the ‘‘content’’, that is to 
say, of the work of art, and to all its secondary 
associations. 
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THE CREATIVE ASPECT 

From the creative aspect, we get, according to this 
theory, a more complicated process. Here | do not 
propose to follow any particular lead, but | think 
the general theory of the psychological school | have 
mentioned would allow us to distinguish the fol- 
lowing stages of the creative process in the visual 
arts: they correspond very closely with the stages 
in other arts, such as poetry and music: 

|. There is first a predisposing emotional mood, 
a state of readiness or awareness, perhaps a sense 
of the momentary availability of the unconscious 
levels of the mind. 

2. Whilst he is in this state there come to the 
artist the first premonitions of a symbol, or thought 
to be expressed, not in words, but in visible and 
tangible material shape —perhaps ‘‘this landscape’’, 
“‘this dish of fruit’’, perhaps only an abstract adum- 
bration of planes and masses. 

3. Then, as a third step, we have the mental 
elaboration of this symbol, the introduction or 
selection of images which the mind intuitively 
associates with the symbol, the determination 
‘of the emotional value or pressure of the 
images. 

4. Next the artist seeks an appropriate method, 
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including an appropriate material, by means of 
which he can represent the symbol. 

5, Finally, there is the actual technical process of 
translating the mental perception into objective 
form—a process during which the original symbol 
may receive considerable modifications. 

It should be observed, however, that what we in 
this psychological manner analyse into five con- 


, secutive and distinct stages, in actual practice takes ee 


\. place as an integral and inseparable activity. More- — 
over, the artist does not necessarily always begin at 
the beginning, with a vague emotional mood. He 
may begin at almost any stage and go backwards 
before going forwards—he may, and very often does, 
begin with the material, paint or stone, and from a 
concentration on this, and perhaps from a playful 
preliminary activity with his tools, he induces the 
preliminary mood. But fundamental to all exact 
psychology of the creative process is the notion that 

"yy art is the expression through the senses of states of 
intuition, perception or emotion, peculiar to the 
individual. Nowhere, in the modern psychology of 
art, will you find any justification for the notion that 
art is a perceptual or intellectual activity concerned 
with the formulation of absolute or ideal types. 
That art has been and still is occupied with human 
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_and spiritual values, the psychologist is willing to . 


admit; but these have nothing to do with the nature : 


of the aesthetic process itself. They are questions of 
value—values i in ethics, sociology, religion or philo- 
sophy, not aesthetic values. On that dogma, sup- 
ported as it is by the whole force of the modern 
science of art, the practice of contemporary art 
stands or falls. 


THE PRESENT PHILOSOPHY OF ART 


It is natural to ask, in conclusion, whether the very 
diverse speculations and discoveries of the modern 
science of art which | have so cursorily surveyed, 
have received any integration within a modern 
system of philosophy. No contemporary philo- 
sopher can now safely neglect this sphere of the 
human spirit, but it is to be doubted whether any 
one has given it an adequate or just place within a 
unified view of the universe. Croce, of course, has 
made the attempt, but it is an attempt which rests 
ona rejection of the evidence of the empirical and 
’ psychological approach | have described, and which 
resorts instead toa species of solipsism that attempts 
to identify aesthetics and linguistics. It is the last 
flicker of a defunct idealism, and | do not propose 
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to stop to examine it. It is daily earning discredit 
and will not for long embarrass us with its termino- 
logical confusions. It is only in the work of Henri 
Bergson that | personally have found any treatment 
of art which is at once scientific in its basis and 
philosophical in its aim. But Bergson, alas, has never 
given us an aesthetic: we are left to gather together 
for ourselves the incidental wisdom on this subject 
which lies scattered through his various books. As 
an example of this wisdom, and as a definition of art 
which seems to me to be reconcilable, not only 
with the vast range of artistic expression in the 
past and in our present time, but also with the 
objective theories of art which | have described, | 
would like to quote a passage from his book on 
Laughter: 
‘“From time to time, in a fit ofabsent-mindedness, 
nature raises up souls that are more detached from 
life. Not with that intentional, logical, systematical 
detachment—the result of reflection and philo- 
sophy, but rather with a natural detachment, one 
innate in the structure of sense or consciousness, 
which at once reveals itself by a virginal manner, so 
to Speale of seeing, hearing, or thinking... 
‘‘One man applies himself to colours ie forms, 
and since he loves colour for colour and form for 
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form, since he perceives them for their sake and not 


for his own, it is the inner life of things that he sees 
‘appearing through their forms and colours. Little 
by little he insinuates it into our own perception, 
baffled though we may be at the outset. For a few 
moments at least, he diverts us from the prejudices 
of form and colour that come between ourselves 
and reality. And thus he realises the loftiest am- 
bition of art, which here consists in revealing to us 
nature. Others, again, retire within themselves. 
Beneath the thousand rudimentary actions which 
are the outward and visible signs of an emotion, 
- behind the common-place, conventional expression 
. that both reveals and conceals an individual mental 
state, it is the emotion, the original mood, to which 
they attain in its undefiled essence. And then, to 
induce us to make the same effort ourselves, they 
contrive to make us see something of what they 
have seen: by rhythmical arrangement of words, 
which thus become organised and animated with a 
life of their own, they tell us—or rather suggest— 
things that speech was not calculated to express. 
Others delve yet deeper still. Beneath these joys 
and sorrows which can, at a pinch, be translated into 
language, they grasp something that has nothing in 
common with language, certain rhythms of life and 
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breath that are closer to man than his inmost feel- 
ings, being the living law—varying with each indi- 
vidual—of his enthusiasm and despair, his hopes and 
‘regrets. By setting free and emphasising this music, 
they force it upon our attention; they compel us, 
willy-nilly, to fall in with it, like passers-by who join 
inadance. And thus they impel us to set in motion, 
in the depths of our being, some secret chord which 
"was only waiting to thrill....”’ , 
There are many terms in such a statement that 
would need defining in an exact aesthetic, but alike 
in the loftiness of its conception and the truth of its 
observation, these words adequately summarise that 
revolution in thought which has accompanied and 
which sanctions the revolution in contemporary art. 


a Laughter (1900) by Henri Bergson, trans. by Brereton and 
Rothwell. 
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|. HENRI MATISSE (b. 1869) 


Portrait of a girl in a yellow dress. 1929-3] 
Ettie Cowe Collection, Baltimore, U.S.A. 
Photo. Bernheim jeune 
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4. EMIL NOLDE (b. 1867) 
Water-colour. 


5. EMIL NOLDE 


The Family. 1931 
National Gallery, Berlin 
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By permission of Alex. Reid & Lefevre Ltd 
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8. PABLO PICASSO (b. 1881) 


Two Women. 1920 
Coll. Paul Rosenberg 


9. JEAN SOUVERBIE 
Mother and Daughter. 1930 


Photo. Bernheim jeune 
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13. CHAIM SOUTINE (b 
The Maid of Honour 
Collection Paul Guillaume 
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Head of a Clown. 
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_17. HERNANDO VINES ‘(b. 1904) 


Woman with Mandoline 
By permission of Cahiers d’Art 


I8. ERICH HECKEL (b. 1883) 


Portrait of Ensor. 1930 
Photo. Adolf Quidde, Berlin 


I9. KARL SCHMIDT-ROTTLUFF (b. 1884) 
At the Dressmaker’s 
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20. ANDRE BAUCHANT (b. 1873) 


L’Abbaye de Chartre. 1929 
By permission of Alex. Reid & Lefévre, Ltd 


21. EUGENE BERMAN 


Evening in Venice. 1931 
Julien Levy Collection, New York 
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23, PAVEL TCHELITCHEW (b.*1898) 
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28. FRANCISCO COSSIO (b. 1894) 
Portrait 
By permission of Cahiers d’Art 


29. EDOUARD GOERG (pb. 1893) 
The Acrobats. 1928 


Collection Paul Guillaume 


30. EDGARD TY EGAT 
Springtime. 1928 


permission of Editions Sélection; Antwerp 


31. GUSTAAF DE SMET. (b. 1877) 
The Meeting. 1931 


By permission of Editions Sélection, Antwerp 
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32. FRITS VAN DEN’ BERGHE (b. 1883) 
Phe Good Inn. * #95 Se 
By permission of Editions Sélection, Antwerp 
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os Chapter II 


THE BREAK-UP OF THE ACADEMIC 
_ TRADITION. FROM SCIENCE 
er. SYMBOLISM - 


here is one setierak aspect of contemporary art 
about which everyone is agreed. | mean its 
complexity. Nobody would | be bold enough to select 
one particular school or tradition and say: this is the 
_type of modern art, all the rest is in some manner 


derivative or false. At other times, even down to | 


the end of the last century, there has been a certain 
“unity in the development of art, so that historians 
have been able to trace from generation to genera- 
tion a coherent evolution of style. But where, in 
the immediate ancestry of modern art, shall we find 
the forbears of Picasso, Paul Klee, Max Ernst, and 
many of the other artists whose work will be in- 
cluded in this survey? There.seems to be a definite 
break in the historical een of the artistic 
faculty. 

It might be possible to draw some parallel+be- 
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tween this condition of the arts and the general 
social conditions of our civilisation. The complexity 
of styles in art, the apparent discontinuity in their 
development, is not greater than the complexity of 
what we might well call styles in morals, religion 
_and social economics. Everywhere there is the same 
lack of unity, the same absence of authority, the 
same break with tradition. And there will not be 
wanting critics who will seek to find a causal chain 
in this uniform aspect of confusion—beginning, as 
is the fashion, with the solid facts of economic 
materialism, and deducing from their chaos, the 
chaos of the arts and other spiritual aspects of our 
society. | myself am not so sure of the priority of 
material factors, in economics or in anything else; 
but that is a problem | deliberately exclude from 
the present survey, wishing to be exact in the 
diagnosis of one patient before | trace the causes of 
an epidemic. 


GENERAL CHARACTER OF THE REVOLUTION 


There have, of course, been revolutions in the 
history of art before to-day. There is a revolution 
with every new generation, and periodically, every 
century or so, we get a wider or a deeper change _ 


58 


of sensibility to which we give the name of a period 
—the Trecento, the Quattro Cento, the Baroque, 
the Rococo, the Romantic, the Impressionist and so 
on. But| dothink we can already discern a difference 
of kind in the contemporary revolution: it is not so 
much a revolution, which implies a turning-over, 
even a turning-back, but rather a break-up, a de- 
volution, some would say a dissolution. Its character 
is catastrophic. Historical revolutions begin as iso- 
lated ferments, which gradually spread until they 
infect, transform, infuse the whole body of a civilisa- 
tion. But now you have rather the birth of a new 
body, or bodies, distinct in character and incapable 
of fusion with the old body. The traditional art of 
the Renaissance, the art of Humanism, in spite of all 
its periodical changes, remains one tradition right 
down to the Impressionist and even to the Post- 
Impressionist schools. That tradition, now crys- 
tallised as contemporary academic art, remains 
constant and uncontaminated; and however much 
we may rail against it, it does not die, and judging 
by the popular and official support given to it, it 
does not even decay. It thrives in its distinct sphere, 
and | think it will continue to thrive because funda- 
mentally it satisfies spiritual needs quite distinct 
from those satisfied by that other type of art which 
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we call specifically ‘‘modern’’. It is to the diversity 


of the human spirit, and with the realisation that ° 


this diversity can be diversely expressed, that we 
must look for an explanation of the vitality and of 
the validity of modern art. 

| do not wish to imply that the human spirit is 
more diverse to-day than at any other historical 
period. Nor do | wish to imply that we know more 
about the human spirit to-day than was known in 
the day of, say, Aristotle or at any time since. What 
| do feel as true of our own time is that we have in 
some way telescoped our past development and that 
the human spirit, which in the past has expressed 
itself, or some predominant aspect of itself, diversely , 
at different times, now expresses the same diversity, 
without any stress on any particular aspect, at one 
and the same time. | might refer, as a modest illus- 
tration of my meaning, to those metal cups made of a 
series of what mathematicians presumably call conic 


_ . segments which when pressed together, collapse into 


concentric rings—what was once continuous and 
spread over several sections of space, becomes dis- 
continuous within one section of space. That, I think, 
illustrates my conception of the present situation. 
The diversity of modern art is discontinuous, and 
cannot be made to fit into any one theoretical con- 
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cept; but we can find a parallel for most of its aspects 
in the history of art. The novelty is, that these 
aspects, these concepts of art, have never before 
existed side by side, within one another, at one and 
the same time. Nevertheless, | think it is possible 
that we have added just one new concept to the 
previously existing ones: that I shall deal with in the 
last chapter. 


THE ACADEMIC TRADITION: ‘WHAT 
THE EYE Sheae 


The main tradition of European painting, that tra- 
dition which for convenience | shall call academic, / 
begins in the fourteenth century. Without attaching 
too much importance to any individual, like Giotto, 
we may say without much fear of contradiction that 
it begins with the desire to reproduce in some way 
exactly what the eye sees. “‘It was required of the 
artist’’, as Mr Roger Fry has so well expressed it, 
‘not only that his imagery should appeal to the 
emotions by its rhythm, but that it should conform 
to the appearance of the actual world. Its texture 
had to be as continuous and unbroken as that of the 
visible scene, a condition which...was not enforced 
on the artists of China. That continuity of texture 
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might be obtained in two ways, either by an accurate 


‘imitation of an actual scene or by constructing a 
picture according to those optical laws to which our 


vision inevitably conforms. The former, the em- 
pirical method, was used in Northern Europe by 
Flemish artists, the latter, the scientific, was worked 
out in Italy, especially by the Florentines, who first 
discovered the optical laws of appearance.’’* Here 
already, within a general description of the academic 
tradition, we have two methods indicated, the 
empirical and the scientific, and these two terms will 
describe the content of contemporary academic art. 
As its name implies, the empirical method succeeds, 
by whatever technical deftness it can devise, in 
giving an illusion of direct, visual experience. It is 


_ the imitative method in all its naivety, and just be- 


cause it is imitative, and has no other aim beyond 
the reproduction of appearances, it is of little 
«. theoretical interest. You may be satisfied with this 
type of art: you may demand of the artist an exact 
record of the record given by the physiological 
mechanism of his sight. Ifso, all that you can demand 
of the artist is in its essence mechanical. He must 
be a perfect machine. The rest is in the subject 


1 An Outline of Modern Knowledge. Ed. by Dr William Rose. 
London, 1931, p. 949. 
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, painted, and about that we may have our opinions, 
our sentiments, even our emotions; but they have 
nothing to do with the working of the machine. 
Thus the empirical method in painting, like the same 
method in philosophy, ends in materialism: it is a 
mechanistic theory of art. 


THE ACADEMIC TRADITION: WHAT 
DOES THE EYE SEE? 


The other method is the empirical method sub- 
mitted to scientific scepticism. Instead of repro- 
ducing quite innocently what he imagines the eye 
to see, the painter asks himself: But what exactly 
does my eye see? He is no longer content with the 
illusion, empirically reached by technical deftness. 
He must analyse what the eye sees, and then build 
up a chart, a diagram, which will bear a verifiable 
relation to the object painted. At first he is con- 
cerned with the problem of translating onto a two- 
dimensional plane the three-dimensional nature of 
the field of vision: he is concerned, the artist like 
Uccello or Piero della Francesca, with theories of 
linear perspective. He works hand-in-hand with the 
mathematician or the geometrist. Then he realises 
the importance of light and shade, of chiaroscuro, 
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for the solution of his problem, and again he enlists 
the aid of the scientist. Then he realises that the 
(outward appearance of objects depends on their 
inner structure: he becomes a geologist, to study 
the formation of rocks; a botanist, to study the 
forms of vegetation; an anatomist, to study the play 
of muscles, and the framework of bones. A typical 
artist of the Renaissance, like Leonardo da Vinci, was 
all of these things, but even Leonardo did not ex- 
haust the application of science to art. He left 
., comparatively untouched the all-important question 
of colour. But many scientists—Newton and Goethe, 
for example—had to work on this problem before 
the artist could make use of their results. Mean- 
while an academic convention of colour sprang up 
which demanded above all a harmony or unity of 
tone-values on the canvas, a convention against 
which Constable was the first to revolt. Once Con- 
stable had shown that the colours in a painting could 
be as fresh and vivid as the colours in nature, the 
artist was set on a new scientific trend, which ended 
in the scientific or pseudo-scientific colour schemes 
of the Pointillists like Seurat and Signac. | say 
‘‘ended”’ there, because for once science was ap- 
plied too severely to art, and it was realised that 
.analysis pushed too far ends by destroying the very 
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aim of the scientific method in art, which is still to 
reproduce the appearance of the actual world. 
“Continuity of texture’’ was no longer obtained 
by this means, and the scientific method itself be- 
came doubtful in principle. 


A NEW CONCEPTION: SYMBOLISM 


Perhaps this doubt would not have expanded into 
a revolt (it might have degenerated into despair) 
but for the incursion about the same time of new 
influences—particularly the influence of that method 
in art which was neither empirical nor scientific but 
which, during the whole of the period during which 
these methods were developing in Western Europe, 
continued its impassive course in the Far East. An 
art which renounced the desire to reproduce the 
appearance of the actual world—which, indeed, 
never conceived this aim, was suddenly ‘‘dis- 
covered’’ by the stale-mated devotees of the 
scientific method. The influence, for example, of 
imported Japanese prints on the whole of the Post- 
Impressionist movement in France during the last 
decade of the nineteenth century was out of all pro- 
portion to either the quality or quantity of these 
works of art. Men saw ina flash that painting could 
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be something completely other than a reproduction 
of the appearance of the actual world—could be 
something perhaps only remotely like the appear- 
ance of the actual world. The empirical school, of 
course, were not particularly interested, and even 
the scientific school, among whom we may include. 
even Cézanne and Van Gogh, were as a whole far 
too deeply committed to their professional tech- 
nique to be capable of much change. But there 
existed in France at that time an amateur painter 
with no particular predilections or training who had 
just thrown up his post in a bank and even deserted 
his wife and family to devote himself to painting. 
He had no scientific or empirical prejudices, and 
submitted easily to the influence of oriental art: he 
had spent part of his childhood in a tropical country. 
This was Paul Gauguin, and though in some respects 
he was to continue to be an inefficient and even a 
sentimental painter, there is no doubt now that his 
influence was to be decisive for the future. In 1888, 
at Pont-Aven, he met another painter, Paul Sérusier. 
Sérusier has no great reputation as an artist, but he 
saw at once the freshness, the appeal and the force 
of Gauguin’s work, and set about to formulate its 
qualities. Sérusier was logical, clear, systematic; 
1 A.B.C. de la peinture. (Paris, 1921.) 
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he had a gift for abstract thought, and the theory he 
derived from the work and talk of Gauguin was soon 
seen to be distinct from the theories of Impres- 
sionism. At the time it received the not inapt name 
of Symbolism, and | think it is only because the 
contemporary literary movement in France usurped 
this name that painting since Gauguin has not been 
labelled Symbolist. 

This theory, ultimately sanctioned by Oriental 
art, but formulated by Sérusier on the basis of 
Gauguin’s work, was afterwards extended to in- 
clude the work of Cézanne and Van Gogh, and may 
be summarised in Cézanne’s dictum: ‘‘I have aot 
tried to reproduce Nature: | have represented it”’ 
The aim of five centuries of European effort is Brenly 
abandoned. The actual appearance of the visible 
world is no longer of primary importance. The artist 
seeks something underneath appearances, some 
plastic symbol which shall be more significant of 
reality than any exact reproduction can be. Perhaps 
this theory, so quietly formulated in the seclusion 
of a French village, did not seem so revolutionary at 
the time. But it opened the door to every develop- 
ment of modern art, to all the complexities which 
face us now. There is no kind of contemporary art 
which is not justified by that phrase of Cézanne’s: 
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‘| have not tried to reproduce Nature: | have re- 
presented it’’.} 


THE THEORY OF SYMBOLIST ART 


This aim, so simply formulated, is so important in 
its consequences that we must dwell on it a little, 
and test its validity. | have already said that it is 
sanctioned by Oriental art in general, and unless you 
are to prescribe one art for the East, and one for the 
West, this evidence cannot be avoided. It is the 
mere commonplace, not only of Oriental decorative 
art, but even of such reproductive arts as figure- 
sculpture, landscape and portrait painting, that no 
attempt whatever is made to produce the illusion 
of the visible appearance of the actual object. There 
are some people who think that this is due to the 
poor Chinaman’s inability to understand the ele- 
ments of perspective and chiaroscuro. | cannot envy 
~ their intellectual complacency. They seem capable 
of believing that an artistic culture which has lasted 
for five thousand years, a civilisation which has 
reached the highest attainments in all spiritual 
spheres, remained obtusely ignorant in this matter 

* For the importance of Sérusier, see Théories, by Maurice 


Denis (Paris, 4th edn. 1920), pp. 147-9, and Les Arts Plastiques, 
by Jacques Emile Blanche (Paris, 1931), p. 243. 
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of perspective drawing and reproductive verisimili- 
tude generally. Unless we are to make all knowledge 
dependent on accidental causes, should we not 
rather conclude that perspective and chiaroscuro 
remained undiscovered in Oriental art for the very 
good reason that they were not found necessary? 
‘Every form of art is the expression of a will, the: 
fulfilment of a desire. Oriental art satisfied the 
Oriental artist because it fully satisfied his will to/ 
form. He sought rhythm in his line, harmony in his. 
colour, and perfection in his form, and he found 
these qualities without recourse to perspective and 
chiaroscuro. In the end he had a work of art which 
fulfilled one of the primary functions of a work of 
art, which is to objectify our sense of visual pleasure, 
simply to please the sight. The Oriental man asks 
no more of the work of art, unless it be a certain 
symbolic function: to represent by its form the: 
_eternal order and harmony of the universe. But 
these are metaphysical abstractions read into the 
work of art by the spectator—not the conscious 
aim of the artist during the process of creation. 
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THE SIGNIFICANCE OF CEZANNE 


~ To represent, not to reproduce nature. There is 


some equivocation in Cézanne’s phrase, in the word 
‘‘nature’’. Cézanne was certainly thinking of the 
appearance of things visible to the eye: their ob- 
jective existence. His desire was to ‘‘represent”’ 
the things in themselves as present in his sensibility: 
to get away from the exact mechanical reproduction 
of that imaginary mirror-like level onto which, in 
the act of vision, we conventionally project things. 
To get away, too, from the desires extraneous to 
the one aim of rendering the sensation—away from 
the ideas, passions or beliefs which so often inspired 
the painters in the past. It was, in a sense, a meta- 
physical conception of painting: a notion that there 
existed in the sense-data of the painter, a ‘‘real”’ 
vision independent of the intellect and beyond, at 
the back of, the emotions. A raw material under- 
lying appearances. If the artist could render this, 
he would be able to represent reality in its original 
structure and force, the objective reality from which 
proceed all consequential emotions and ideas. __ 
This conception of art was something beyond the 
Oriental conception, which always remains bound 
to a priori concepts of rhythm and harmony. It is 
beyond, even, the theory of symbolism as formu- 
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lated by Sérusier; it is beyond any aim or achieve- 
ment of Gauguin. But Cézanne was a simple man, 
though a passionate one; and he had no Sérusier to 
formulate a system on the basis of his passionate , 
practice, his dogged insight. His method was, in a 
sense, still empirical. He kept to his ideal of the 
‘“real’’ vision, but he sought to arrive at the repre- 
sentation of this vision by tentative means. He 
explored the structure and the colours of an object, 
tirelessly, endlessly, with maddening persistence, 
until he felt satisfied that the forms and colours on 
his canvas did in fact represent his ‘‘real’’ vision. 
It was a method that required the patience of a 
saint, and because saints are very rare (even among 
artists) it was not a method likely to become popular. 
|_would go farther and say that it is not even an. 
appropriate method: for vision is essentially in- 
stantaneous and must be represented by some 
method which matches this instantaneity of vision ° 
with a spontaneity of expression. 

Such a method was first consciously practised by 
Henri Matisse and Matisse’s method remains one of 
the most characteristic in contemporary art: it is 
the first of the three theories which dominate the 
contemporary scene, and into which | think the 
complexity of modern art can be resolved. 
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THE METHOD OF HENRI MATISSE 
Jacques Emile Blanche, in his survey of the plastic 
arts from 1870 tothe present day, published in 1931,7 
gives an interesting account of Matisse in action: 

‘The only time that Matisse revealed to me his 
usual practice or method’’, he writes, “‘he told me 
that when he is in the South he sets out with his 
tackle immediately after breakfast. He looks for a 
subject, sets up his easel. At mid-day, either he has 
finished his sketch, and signs it; or considering it 
spoilt, he decides to do another the next day. It is 
the extravagance of a dandy who throws to the wash 
first one white tie, then another, if he has crumpled 
them in knotting, and will go on using up ties until 
his skill has triumphed. The ‘fait du premier coup’, 
the hit-or-miss method of Matisse is at the other 
extreme of Cézanne’s slowness.”’ 

To this we might add an explanation given by 
Matisse himself, which | have already quoted in The 
Meaning of Art (p. 155): 

‘“Expression for me is not to be found in the 
passion which blazes from a face or which is made 
evident by some violent gesture. It is in the whole 
disposition of my picture—the place occupied by. 
the figures, the empty space around them, the pro- 

1 Op. cit. : 
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portions—everything plays its part. Composition 
is the art of arranging in a decorative manner the ~ 
various elements which the painter uses to express 
his sentiments. In a picture every separate part will 
be visible and will take up that position, principal 
or secondary, which suits it best. Everything which 
has no utility in the picture is for that reason harmful. 
A work of art implies a harmony of everything 
together (une harmonie d’ensemble): every super- 
fluous detail will occupy, in the mind of the spectator, 
the place of some other detail which is essential.’’ 
That was written a long time ago, in 1908, and in 
view of the criticisms which have been levelled 
against Matisse’s work, even by friendly critics, | 
doubt if to-day he would emphasise so strongly the 
decorative function of a painting. For the general 
tendency of such critics is to admit the charm of 
colour, the vividness, the fascination, the miraculous 
technique of Matisse’s compositions; and then to 
qualify this praise by saying: But it is only decorative: 
it is deceptive, heady, sensuous, attractive like a 
good poster, but no more. Even his portraits, these 
critics say, are still bouquets of flowers, patterns of 
ribbons and silks, expressing a fine taste and 
effectively (that is to say, grotesquely) arranged on 
a sketchy framework. An alluring feast for the 
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senses—but spirituality, humanity, criticism of life, . 
‘verisimilitude—none of these great and compre- 
hensible qualities which have distinguished the art 
of the past—even the art of a Cézanne, is present 
in the art of Matisse. 

We touch here on fundamental problems of 
aesthetics. The theorist of modern art, in defence 
of Matisse, must claim that no definition of painting 
which does not include in some way the concept of 
FORM can survive application for long. And this, 
| think, is true in all branches of art, even in litera- 
‘ture, where content might seem to have so much 
relevance as to be inseparable from form. In asense, 
of course, it is inseparable, because form is some- 
thing given, an endowment, and always implies a re- 
cipient, a thing formed. But the thing formed—and 
this is the clue to the whole of the modern develop- 
ment of art—can be subjective as well as objective— 
can be the emergent sensibility of the artist himself. 
| would like to cling to the literary parallel for a 
moment longer, and quote a passage from a great 
critical work published more than sixty years ago— 
De Sanctis’s History of Italian Literature. He is 
speaking of Dante’s first conceptions of his Divine 
Comedy, and says: 

‘“ The early time of a poet’s inspiration—that ten- 
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tative time which is so highly dramatic—is hidden re 
to criticism. It is the time of silent contest of the .. } 
poet with himself, of vague outlines, of coming and °4 
going in his mind; it is the intimate history of the 
poet. When a subject comes into the brain of a 
creative writer, it at once dissolves that part of 
reality which suggested it. The earthly images seem 
to fluctuate, like objects in a mass of vapour seen 
from above. The figures—the trees, the towers, 
the houses—disintegrate, become fragmentary. To 
create reality, a poet must first have the force to 
kill it. But instantly the fragments draw together. 
again, in love with each other, seeking one another, 
_ coming together with desire, with the obscure pre- 
sentiment of the new life to which they are destined. 
And the first real moment of creation in that 
, tumultuous and fragmentary world is the moment 
‘when those fragments find a point, a centre around 
which they can press. It is then that the poet’s 
creation comes out from the unlimited, which 
makes it fluctuant, and takes on a definite form—it 
is then that it comes to birth. It is born and lives, | 
or rather it develops gradually, in conformity with 
its essence.’’4 


1 History of Italian Literature, by Francesco De Sanctis. 
Trans. by Joan Redfern. (Oxford Univ. Press, 1932.) 
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| find this description of the poetic process of 
quite exact application to the painting of Matisse, 
and generally | believe that the aesthetics of form, 
propounded by De Sanctis in relation to literature 
and generalised in our own time for all the arts by 
Benedetto Croce, sanctions, to an extent not realised 
by the Neapolitan philosopher himself, the ten- 
dencies of modern art. But dispensing with Croce, 
we may apply De Sanctis’s analysis of the poetic 
. process to the plastic process as represented by 
Matisse. Perhaps | might first quote, as adding still 
further to the detailed description of the actual 
process, some few sentences from another French 
critic of art, M. Claude Roger-Marx: 

‘‘His canvases, whilst having the appearance of a 
first state or a rough sketch, seem quite definitive 
to the mind of their painter; though done rapidly, 
they were conceived slowly. To understand them, 
one should have heard the artist, with perfect sin- 
cerity, explaining his intentions. Then, all which one 
had thought the result of chance appears contrived. 
Where the public find only provocation and inco- 
herence, he has only sought style at whatever cost. 
Not one of all these distortions that cannot be 
justified. This lack of expression in the literary sense, : 

1 Quoted by J. E. Blanche, op. cit. p. 253. 
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plastically speaking is expression itself. These ap- 
parent abstractions have only one end in view: to 
express the sentiment, which we might almost call 
religious, that the artist has of life. These disfigured 
figures—these tortured bodies, dream only of an. 
act of equilibrium, something analogeus. toa good 
armchair in which one relaxes.” 

Except when he speaks vaguely of a religious 
sentiment of life, this critic does not give us any clue 
to the essence, the point around which, to revert 
to De Sanctis’s description, the sensations of the! 
artist recompose themselves. In Dante’s case it was 
the moral idea. In Matisse’s case | think we might 
describe it as integral vision.1 


THE THEORY OF INTEGRAL VISION 


The development of art in any civilisation can be 
related to the development of vision.? In a micro- 
cosmic way, we can see the same development in 
a child’s drawings. The representation of extension, 
of direction, of depth, are slowly and painfully ac- 
quired in primitive societies because until the artist 
has learned to analyse his power of vision, he is 


1 A phrase | owe to my friend Mr Matthew Prichard, to 
whose conversations on aesthetics | am greatly indebted. 
2 Cf. G. Britsch: Theorie der bildenden Kunst. 
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ignorant, not only of how he sees, but of what he 
sees. Just as we now infer the roundness of the 
earth, so at one period the artist (in the manner of 
the child) had to infer the extension of plane sur- 
faces, the different directions of the branches of a 
tree, the placing of all objects in a space continuum. 
‘Art evolved as the analysis of vision. We have be- 
come so used to this analytical vision, that we hardly 
realise that vision is in fact primarily integral. Now 
in one sentence, the aim of Matisse is to restore the 
integral vision. 

Take any field of vision—a landscape, the scene 
before you now, if you lift your eyes. To get a com- 
plete view of the scene, your vision must shift about 
from point to point. When it has, so to speak, roamed 
over the whole field, then by an act of synthesis the 
mind retains the scene as a whole. Unconsciously, 
as a general rule, we focus on a central point, or pro- . 
minent light, and the rest of the scene arranges itself 
rather vaguely round this point. Some things we 
only see out of the corner of the eye. Ifa rival high- 
light or prominent object enters the field of vision, 
then we are in doubt which to focus on, and suffer 
from a sense of visual discomfort. Visual comfort is , 
a kind of equilibrium, or, to use the words of the 
critic | quoted a few minutes ago, something 
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analogous to a good armchair in which one re- 
laxes. 

Beauty, to use the good mediaeval definition, is 
id quod visum placet, that which being seen pleases. ! 
And in a very real sense, plastic form and linear 
‘rhythm resolve into questions of visual comfort. 
The rhythm of a composition may have other 
qualities: it may be static and restful, or dynamic e 
and exciting. But primarily form in plastic art is/ 
related to a pleasant sense of visual comfort. 

Matisse seizes on this physiological platitude and 
makes it a principle of composition—not, as former 
painters have in general done, by reconstructing 
the analytical mental process by means of which we 
construct a field of vision, but by holding on to a 

‘fixed focus, a single line of sight, and painting pas- 
sionately, intensely, swiftly what the eye in this 
immediate act perceives. 

It follows that the results of such a method of 
painting must be viewed with the same immediate 
vision. In looking at a picture by Matisse, we must 
fix our gaze on a central point, hold that focus, and 
the rest of the picture, which to the analytical 
vision seems meaninglessly distorted, now falls into 
position, acquires its meaning and its due relation- 
ship. It is one more principle of unity added to 
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those which have governed the historical tradition 
of European painting—the subjective or emotional 
unity of the Italian and the Flemish primitives, the 


\ architectonic unity of the Classical Renaissance and 
_of Cézanne, the dynamic unity of the Baroque period. 
‘Now, the unity of a focal vision, and that implies an 
‘integration of so many of the principles which have 


hitherto been separately striven for—it implies 
balance or symmetry, and certainly an architectonic 
structure. The elements of the picture must be so 
arranged that the eye holds its focus with ease. 

The part played by colour in this synthesis is of the 
utmost importance, but in this respect Matisse does 
not represent any distinctively modern develop- 
ment. Colours.were never so pure, so positive, nor 
so plangent, and no doubt in this Matisse has intro- 
duced into modern art qualities of colour harmony ~ 
derived from such remote sources as Persian minia- 
ture painting and mediaeval stained glass. This 
plenitude of colour is the final expression of the 
certainty of his creative instinct. 

Matisse’s paintings have been compared, not un- 
reasonably, with children’s drawings. Because in 
both you have the same pre-logical vision, the same 
delight of the innocent eye. 
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a0. FLORIS JESPERS 
The Colombophil. 1927 


By permission of Editions Sélection, Antwerp 
Photo. R. de Smet, Brussels 


34. MARC CHAGALL (b. 1887) 


Lilac above the River. 1931 
Photo. Marc Vaux, Paris 


35. FRITS VAN DEN BERGHE (b. 1883) 


The undiscovered Temple 
By permission of Editions Sélection, Antwerp 
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38. ANDRE BEAUDIN (b. 1895) 


Composition. 1926 
By permission of Alex. Reid & Lefévre, Ltd 
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42. JEAN LURCAT (b. 1892) 


Harmony in blue. 1929 
By permission of Alex. Reid & Lefévre, Ltd 
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LAS2 


By permission of Cahiers d’Art 
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44. AMEDEE OZENFANT (pb. 1886) 
Various Objects. 1923-7 


Workman Collection 


45. IVON HITCHENS (b. 1893) 


Venus and Daffodils. 1927 


Mrs Leo Myers’ Collection 
By permission of Alex. Reid & Lefévre, Ltd 
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54. RICHARD HAIZMANN (b. 1895 
Horse (Wood) 


55. HENRY MOORE 
Mother and Child (Green Hornton stone). 1932 


56. ERNST BARLACH (b. 1870) 
Monks reading (Wood). 1932 


Photo. Boehmer 


97. OSSIP ZADKINE (b. 1890) 
The Sculptor (Wood). 1933 


Edward Wadsworth Collection 


598. GEORGES BRAQUE 
Greek subject. 1933 


299. ERNST LUDWIG KIRCHNER (b. 1880) 
Dancing Girl. 1931 


ie Simon, Paris 


WY 
ae 
On 
re 
Go ae tty 
voW 
Oe, 
Ios 
Ocy 
< B05 
Qa6c 
m °° 
oO 
~O 


By permiss 


61. FRANCIS BACON (b. 1910) 


Crucifixion. 1933 
By permission of the Mayor Gallery 
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Composition 


1932 


By permission of Cahiers d'Art 
Photo. Bernés, Marouteau et Cie 
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63. GASTON LOUIS ROUX (b. 1904) 
Woman with Flowers. 1933 
By permission of the Galerie Simon, Paris 


64. PABLO PICASSO 
Grosse téte a |’ceil rond (Plaster). 1932 


, 


By permission of ‘‘ Minotaure’ 
Photo. Brassai : 


| Chapter ll 


_ SUBJECTIVE REALISM. THE GERMAN 
EXPRESSIONIST SCHOOL 


efore describing those types of modern art 

which betray in greater or lesser degree the 
absence of any desire to reproduce the phenomenal 
world, there isa whole division of modern art which, 
whilst it has some of the subjective and symbolist 
qualities of the types of art in question, remains 
linked, if not to the innocent, at least to the ob- 
servant eye. We might characterise this type by 
saying that it depends for its subjective appeal, not 
so much on formal elements, as on the emotional 
content of the objects or events represented. It is 
frankly a ‘‘literary’’ art, but a good deal of the 
art of the past (the art of the Van Eycks and of 
Rembrandt, for example) is just such a literary art; 
and in any case, as Gauguin said, what does it 
matter so long as it is art? We must therefore give 
it a place in our survey, in defiance of those critics 
»who are too exclusively wedded to the purist or 
‘intellectual prejudices of the Paris school. 
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VISUAL v. POETIC UNITY 
There is, of course, a considerable problem in- 
volved here. It is not merely the difference between 
an emphasis on form and an emphasis on content: 
there is rather a direct opposition between two 
different principles of unity in the painting—what 


Mr Roger Fry has called the principles of visual. 


and of poetic unity. In an Introduction he wrote 
to an edition of the Discourses of Sir Joshua Reynolds, 
published in 1905, Mr Fry makes a very illuminating 
comparison between typical pictures by Van Eyck 
and Rubens. After describing the completeness and 
unity of the formal pattern in Rubens’s painting, he 
turns to the Van Eyck (it is the famous altarpiece at 
Ghent) and points out that in all its mass of detail we 


can find no large pattern, no dominating silhouette, , 


none of the leading lines and large contrasts which 
bind together Rubens’s design: there is no system of 
subordination by which the eye can deal with awhole 
group as a single mass, and count it as a single unit 
in the design. ‘‘And yet,’’ he goes on to admit, 
‘though there is no unity in Reynolds’s sense, if we 
examine the picture in detail we shall find the most 
_ marvellous sense of relationship in the parts—not 
a face of all these hundreds but has that stamp of 
uniformity which makes for us a definite character, 
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not a fold of drapery that does not fall harmoniously 


with its neighbours, not a spray of foliage which fails . 


of the rhythm expressive of organic life. As the eye 
follows along any contour it will be conscious of 
purpose, and singular rightness of purpose, in each 
minutest change of form; it will find that down tothe 
smallest atomic divisions of the parts the pervading 
sense of creative purpose informs and animates the 
design. Now, this implies a highly-developed sense 
of relationship and rhythm, and these are the 
essentials of that unity which Reynolds so rightly 
praises. What are we to say, then, of Van Eyck’s 
failure to attain the same visible unity in his whole 
composition which the separate parts discover so 
_unmistakably? The answer is that his parts cohere 
| by reason of a different principle. Visibly, indeed, 
they cohere only by the general symmetry of dis- 
position, which is here a weak and negative force, 
affording, as it were, an intellectual approval of order 
rather than any strong visual gratification or assist- 
ance. But we must consider that the unity is here 
essentially poetic and imaginative, and not visual. : 
That type of modern art which I have in mind is 
exactly described by such words, though, naturally, 
we must extend our notion of what constitutes a 
‘‘poetic idea’’. Even the Flernish School was not 
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bound to the ‘‘miraculous beauties’’ with which 
the Van Eycks filled their picture; the sombre mysti- 
cism of Van der Goes, the grimness of Hieronymus 
Bosch, the realism of Breughel, are all justified by 
the same principle of emotional unity; whereas in 
the German School a masterpiece like Griinewald’s 
Isenheim altarpiece triumphs over the most grue- 
some ugliness by virtue of this very principle. 


THE SIGNIFICANCE OF EDVARD MUNCH 


The beginnings of the modern German school, 
which stands in such isolation and distinction from 
the Paris school, are to be sought in the art of the 
Scandinavian, Edvard Munch. Munch is an artist 
whose work is little known in this country, but 
there is no doubt that he has been one of the most 
important influences of the last fifty years. He 
occupies, in relation to the modern German move- 
ment, a position comparable to Cézanne’s in French 
painting. We might say that he saved German art 
from a slavish following of the Post-lmpressionist 
school; he returned to a mode of expression more 
consonant with the nordic genius. Munch’s work 
is therefore of peculiar relevance for us. Much of 
the feebleness of contemporary British art may be 
due to an unnatural affectation of Latin elegance and 
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intellectuality—admirable virtues, these, but not 
the qualities we find, for example, in Gothic art, or 
in the work of typical northern artists like Diirer, 
Rembrandt, Rubens or Blake. 3 
Munch was born in Norway in 1863. He first 
studied at Oslo under Christian Krogh, the greatest 
representative of the Impressionist movement in 
Norway. From 1889 to 1892, and again from 1895 
to 1897, he was in Paris, but Paris had little to teach 
him, or little that he cared to absorb. His charac- 
teristic individuality is already seen in the pictures 
he painted before he went to Paris. Between his 
visits to Paris, and from 1897 to 1909, Munch lived 
mostly in Germany, and there he felt free to develop 
in a sympathetic atmosphere. That sympathetic 
atmosphere soon crystallised into a group, known 
s ‘Die Briicke’’ (the Bridge) which acknowledged 
Munch as their master, and from this group ori- 
ginated that much wider movement in modern 
German art known as Expressionism —a movement 
entirely distinct from the contemporary French 
movement,! but one which ought to be sympathetic 
to our own Northern temperament. 


1 Though a French artist like Georges Rouault (an isolated 
figure) does represent the general characteristics of the. 
German movement. 
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Munch’s early work shows a preoccupation with 
dramatic values, and titles like ‘‘The Sick Child” 
and ‘‘The Dead Mother”’ sufficiently indicate its 
general character. In his early years Munch must 
have felt the extraordinary superficiality of French 
Impressionism, occupied, to the exclusion of all 
other interests, with problems of light and colour, 
texture and composition. Such problems had their 
interest for Munch too; but beyond them was the 
‘ greater problem of human life, and this he found far 
from inconsistent with aesthetic expression. 

This emphasis on emotional unity in art, on the 
element of human feeling, was one influence which 
Munch passed on to German Expressionism. There 
was also a technical influence. The early pictures of 
Munchare already painted ina bold vigorous manner; 
the vitality of the brush strokes is not lost in a 
general smoothness. As Munch’s art develops, this 
quality grows more emphatic. Roughly speaking, 
there are two alternative methods in painting —the 


‘method of tone and the method of line. If you desire 


depth and plastic cohesion in your picture, then you 
must develop your tonal relations at the expense 
of linear outline: but if, on the other hand, you 
desire movement and rhythm, then you must de- 
velop linear emphasis at the expense of tone. Munch 
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was in something of a dilemma, because tone, so ' 
readily expressive of spiritual values, is dear to the 
\northern artist; but so also is vitality, and vitality is 
best expressed by movement. On the whole we 
may say that Munch has sacrificed tone to line, and 
in this the modern German movement has to a great 
~ extent followed him. But there has been an attempt, 
which you can trace in the works of Munch, to 
obviate the limitations of the linear or graphic 
method, and to make it, in spite of everything, ex- 
pressive of spiritual or psychological values. This 
has been done by developing a quality which might 
be called monumentality, a quality which the best 
German Impressionists, such as Liebermann and 
Corinth, share with Munch. Lines enclose planes,, 
and these planes, in terms of paint, are so definite 
in form and so intense in colour, and so firmly 
organised in a structural sense, that they take on 
the depth and atmosphere of solid things. 


THE BRUCKE GROUP 
The group known as the Briicke, largely inspired by 
the art of Munch, was founded by three art students 
at Dresden in 1905. The eldest of them, Ernst Ludwig 
Kirchner, then a young man of 25, was trained as an 
architect; he was the most energetic and forceful 
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member of the group. His two companions, Erich 
Heckel and Karl Schmidt-Rottluff, were three or 
four years younger. Kirchner found his first in- 
spiration in African and Polynesian savage art, which 
he saw in the Dresden Ethnological Museum; and 
this exotic influence, which has been so powerful in 
modern art in France as well as in Germany, first 
found its real impetus in the Briicke group. The 
_ other influence which strongly affected this group 
was Van Gogh, and Van Gogh has had far more 
influence in Germany than in France; and this is only 


natural, for in all his characteristics Van Gogh is 


primarily a Northern artist—Teutonic not Latin, 
Gothic not Classic: he is an influence which the 
German artist can absorb without being in any way 
false to his native tradition. The art of primitive 
races; the art of Van Gogh and then the art of 
Munch—these are the three influences which formed 
the first of the distinctively German schools in 
modern art. 


1 The period of intensive action lasted from 1904 to 1909. 
By then these artists had formed their personal styles—had 
found themselves, as we say. In 1906 Max Pechstein, born 
in 1881, and Emil Nolde, a much older artist—he was born 
in 1867—joined the group. Much later, in 1910, Otto Miiller, 
an artist from Silesia who was born in 1874 and died in 1930, 
was also admitted. Three years later, in 1913, the Briicke 
collapsed: it had served its purpose. 


88 


: 
— 


The general characteristics of the group might be 
deduced from the influences which went to its for- 
mation: the bold brushwork of Van Gogh and 
Munch, the decorative use of colour typical of these 
masters, the barbaric splendour of savage art. To 
these add, perhaps, a certain Germanic brutality 
which needed no encouragement; and at the same 
time a tendency towards transcendentalism and 


psychological content common tothe native German 
tradition. 


EMIL NOLDE: NORDIC SENSIBILITY 


The work of Emil Nolde is too individual to be in- 
cluded within a general description of the Briicke 
group. Nolde is perhaps the most important of all 
contemporary German artists, a vigorous draughts- 
man, powerful in design, supreme in colour. In 
his recent autobiography he defines his attitude 
to art in a few sentences which are significant 
for the German school in general. ‘The art of 
an artist’’, he writes, ‘‘must be his own art. It 
is, | believe, in externals always a continuous chain 


of little inventions, little technical discoveries of ° 


one’s own, in one’s relation to the tool, the material 
and the colours. What the artist learns matters 
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little. What he himself discovers has a real worth 
for him, and gives him the necessary incitement to ° 
work. When such creative activity ceases, when 
there are no more difficulties or problems, external 
or internal, to solve, then the fire is quickly ex- 
tinguished....An ability to learn was never a sign . 
of genius.”’ 

What is so significant in Nolde’s autobiography is 
-the definite reaction he shows to French art. Already 
in 1898 he is thanking God that he has never been 
attracted by the French style, that he has not been 
caught in the net of any Parisian Circe. For Manet’s 
“‘bright beauty’? and for Daumier’s ‘“‘dramatic 
greatness’’ he felt an exceptional sympathy; but 
Renoir, Monet, Pissaro were too ‘‘sweet’’ for his 
bitter northern sense. In 1900 he went to Paris, 
studied at Julien’s, met artists of many countries. 
But of this experience he writes: ‘‘Paris had given 
me so little, and yet | had hoped for so much’’. He 
returned to Germany, to listen to his own inner 
voice, to follow his own instinct. Then came the 
Briicke, to which, however, he only gave allegiance 
for two years. In 1913 he made a journey to the 
South Seas,—to Java and Burma;—and that ex- 
perience undoubtedly affected his later develop- 
ment, in much the same way that a similar experience 
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affected Gauguin. It intensified his colour sensi-' 
bility; it gave him the sense of exotic magic. This 
man whose very being was nurtured on Northern 
mists and twilight fantasy, found the fulfilment of 
his yearnings in the full light and barbaric splendour 
of the tropics. It has been said that in all great 
artists extremes meet. These extremes meet in 
Nolde. For he does not succumb to barbaric magic, 
he is not overwhelmed by it. He takes it and turns 
it to his own uses. He makes it express his own 
Northern consciousness, as it was never expressed 
since the Gothic period (which also, remember, is 
'a compound of extremes, of Eastern exoticism and 
Northern spirituality). That is why Nolde takes us 
back to the Middle Ages for a parallel—to the 
stained-glass windows of Augsburg and Strasburg, 
to the coloured wood blocks and illuminated manu- 
scripts of seven or eight centuries ago. 


DIE NEUE SACHLICHKEIT 


Near to the Briicke may be placed those artists 
associated with a spiritual tradition common to all 
the contemporary arts in Germany. This is not a 
group in the conscious, organised sense. It consists 
of three or four artists who have in common a 
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certain relentless realism—even a cynicism—which 
is partly a social protest, but a protest intensified by 
the experience of the war. The artists | am referring 
to—Max Beckmann, Otto Dix, George Grosz— 
were all born round about 1890. They have all 
painted war pictures of a grimness unequalled by 
anything we have seen in this country. The phrase 
Die neue Sachlichkeit, ‘‘The New Objectivity ’’, was 
coined to describe them, and the coiner of the 
phrase, Dr Hartlaub, the Director of the Mannheim 
Art Gallery, has explained it in the following way: 
‘‘The expression ought really to apply as a label to 
that type of modern realism which bears a socialistic 
flavour. It was related to the general contemporary 
feeling in Germany of resignation and cynicism after 
a period of exuberant hopes (which had found an 
outlet in Expressionism). Cynicism and resignation 
are the negative side of the Neue Sachlichkeit; the 
positive side expresses itself in enthusiasm for im- * 
mediate reality—the result of a desire to take things 
entirely objectively on a material basis without 
immediately investing them with ideal implica- 
tions.’’' That explanation makes the tendency of 
this group quite clear. Such realism, sardonic in its 


* Quoted by Alfred H. Barr, Jr., German Painting and 
Sculpture. New York, 1931. 
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essence, is not likely to be acceptable to those who 
want art to be pretty, or even to be beautiful in the 
classic sense. It is no lovelier than the sardonic 
humour of Swift; or of Rowlandson. George Grosz, 
indeed, by attacking the most deeply seated hypo- 
crisies of our social life, our habitual sensualities, 
can only be accepted in a mood of spiritual asceticism, 
though everywhere his sensitive technique has its 
fine surgical beauty. 

Though “*Die neue Sachlichkeit’’ is no longer a 
battle-cry, and though Expressionism in general has 
become a political crime in Germany, it has far too 
strong an appeal to the nordic temperament —and 
far too obvious analogies in the historical art of 
Northern Europe—to be dismissed as a transitory 
phase of modern art. Its values are not purely 
aesthetic; nor are the values of Van Eyck, Breughel, 
Rembrandt and many other Northern artists who 
use the technique of painting, not so much with the 
intention of creating an object of beauty, but rather 
as a means of communicating the emotions which 
they feel with overpowering intensity. For there 
are at least these two modes of art: the mode of 
intellectual vision, whose end is absolute beauty; 
and the mode of emotional expression, whose end 
is the communication of sympathetic feeling—the 
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mode of Rubens (but much more typically the mode 
of Raphael and the Italian masters generally) and 
the mode of Van Eyck—to-day the mode of Picasso 
or Braque and the mode of Nolde or Rouault. Even 
that completely insurrectionary movement known 
in France as Surréalisme, whose general character- 
istics are described on a later page, fits into this 
division: it is a mode of emotional expression, 
though its end must be described as the communica- 
© tion of antipathetic rather than sympathetic feeling. 
Salvador Dali, one of the leaders of the Surréaliste 
movement, has declared that the time is now at 
hand for what he calls the systematisation of con- 
fusion, the total discrediting of the world of reality. 
This, at the hands of the Surréalistes, is to be 
achieved by an imitation of the illogical and unpre- 
dictable nature of dream-imagery. The painter, — 
like the literary painter of all times, like Breughel 
and Bosch, like Van Eyck and Rembrandt, will paint 
natural objects with great care and verisimilitude; 
but he will never bring together objects which are 
“normally seen together. He will seek to bring 
about the most unexpected, the most shocking 
and awe-inspiring encounters between contrary 
images—juxtapositions “as beautiful as the unex- 
pected meeting, on a dissecting table, of a sewing- 
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machine and an umbrella’’. Those who are familiar 
with contemporary developments in poetry will see 


that even in this direction the two arts pursue 


parallel courses. 
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65. FERNAND LEGER (b. 1881) 
Composition. 1928 


MacCormick Collection, Chicago 
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67. GEORGES VALMIER 


Composition. 1932 
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68. EDWARD WADSWORTH (b. 1889) 
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70. JEAN METZINGER (b. 1883) 
City. 1932 


( permission of M. Léonce Rosenberg 
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7|. FERNAND LEGER 
Pear-tree Root (Gouache in two colours). 1932 
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74. GONZALEZ (b. 1899) 
Composition. 193] 


By permission of Cahiers d’Art 
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75. KURT SCHWITTERS (b. 1887) 
Grey-rose picture. 1932 


Museum fur Kunst und Landesgeschichte, Hannover 
Reproduced by permission of Abstraction-Création 
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78. WILLY BAUMEISTER (b. 1889) 
" Mural Painting. 1922 


77,. WILLY BAUMEISTER 
Mural painting: Tennis. 1933 
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84. ALBERT GLEIZES (b. 1881) 
Composition. 1932 


By permission of Abstraction-Création 
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Printer’s coat of arms. 
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90. HENRY MOORE (b. 1898) 


N 
Composition (African Wonder Stone). 1932 


91. ALEXANDER CALDER (b. 1898) ou 
, Sculpture (Mobile). 1933 i 


By permission of Abstraction-Création 


92. BEN NICHOLSON (b. 1894) 


St Remy. 1933 
Helen Sutherland Collection 
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93. FERNAND LEGER (b. 1881) 
Seated woman. 1927 
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9& ROYsDE MAISTRE bs 1898 


Composition. 1933 
By permission of the Mayor, Gallery 


Chapter IV 
THE THEORY OF ABSTRACT FORM 


. hat disregard for the synthetic powers of the 
mind, that desire to return to the integral 
vision, the pre-logical state of perception which 
characterises the art of Matisse, is, of course, a step 
towards subjectivism in art. But the act of painting 
is*far from ‘being wholly subjective, even in this 
direct method, for the activity of the painter is still 
related to an object, even although that object is 
the focus of a field of vision rather than a three- 
dimensional construction. Indeed, it is possible to 
hold that the method of Matisse is the truly objective . 
~ one, and that any other method, relying as it does 
on a mental or intellectual construction of the 
relation of objects in a field of vision, is infinitely 
more subjective. Dr Thouless has recently carried 
out most interesting experiments at Glasgow Uni- 
versity which show that there is a considerable 
divergence between what the eye actually sees, and 
7 tale Me 8 


a perspective representation of the same object.’ 
For scientific perspective is a construction of the 
intellect, and not adirect perception. ‘The rounded 
ellipse which we see in Cézanne’s painting of a com- 
potier may be actually nearer to the ellipse seen by 
the uninstructed eye than would be the ellipse 
which we painfully teach the mind of the child to 
construct according to a priori principles. 


1 ‘Phenomenal Regression to the Real Object’’, British 
Journal of Psychology, vol xxi, pt 4; vol. xxii, pts | and 3 
(1931-2): 

‘‘Experiments were performed on the shapes of objects 
viewed obliquely, the apparent brightnesses of differently 
illuminated surfaces of different reflectivity, the apparent 
sizes of objects at different distances, and the apparent con- 
vergence of parallel lines receding from the observer. In all 
of these cases it was found that what was seen was inter- 
mediate between what was given in peripheral stimulation 
and the ‘real’ character of the object. To this effect of the 
character of the ‘real’ object on the phenomenal character 
we may give the name ‘phenomenal regression to the real 
object’.’’ (Vol. xxi, p. 358.) 

‘The Child learning to draw in accordance with the laws 
of perspective is being taught to draw a projection of the 
object he is looking at on the plane of the picture. In order 
to discover what are the shapes, sizes, etc., he is required to 
draw, he is taught to use the device of holding his pencil at 
arm’s length and, with one eye closed, to make measurements 
along it.. 

“That the laws of perspective do correctly describe the 
ways in which shapes, sizes, relationships of lines, etc., must 
appear on sucha plane projection cannot, of course, be denied, 
and it is obvious that the experiments on phenomenal re- 
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FORM: THE TWO POSSIBILITIES 


If now we may generalise, we can say that if an artist 
has arrived at the stage of realising, (1) that a repre- 
sentation of the “‘real’’ character of an object is an 
intellectual or ‘‘objective’’ construction, and (2) 
that the phenomenal figure which is the only direct 
experience of the eye is a “subjective ’’ experience; 
then it is natural for such an artist to desire to make 
a further step. But he will realise that this further 


gression have no bearing on this question. Nor do they 
throw any doubt on the usefulness of the above devices for 
determining the characters of the plane projection. 

““Teachers of perspective are, however, often not content 
to make these legitimate claims for the laws of perspective. 
They are inclined to say that the laws of perspective are the 
laws of the ways in which we ‘see’, and to suggest that the 
above-mentioned methods of measurement with ruler, etc., 
are devices for finding out how we ‘really’ see things.... 

“*Some artists... have departed very far from perspective 
drawing. | have found that certain of the post-impressionist 
_ painters drew inclined objects in ratios which were about 
__~ those of the phenomenal shapes as measured in the... experi- 
ments. It seems probable, therefore, that these were actually 
drawing the phenomenal and not.the perspective figure.... 

‘Experiment shows that the’ extent of phenomenal re- 
gression differs very greatly from one individual to another. 
It follows, therefore, that a drawing which would look right 
to one person might look very wrong to another. It is possible 
that those artists whose departures from perspective seem 
to most observers to produce distortion of shape are simply 
those with abnormally large indices of regression.”’ (Vol. xxii, 
pp. 27-29.) 
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step can be in two divergent directions. In one 
direction, he can affirm the intellectual or objective 


nature of his activity, but instead of pretending to 


66 


reproduce by this means the “‘real’’ character of 
an object, the visible scene, he can proceed on other 
a priori principles. Regarding the object merely as 
a point of departure, a stimulus, he can create a 
number of variations, exactly as the musician takes 
a simple theme as a point of departure, and, by 
observing certain laws, projects a composition 
sanctioned by its consistent form. That is one direc- 
tion in which our hypothetical artist can develop. 
In the other direction, he can affirm the subjective 
nature of his activity, and abandoning all attempt to 
reproduce even the phenomenal character of an 
object, or indeed any forms given by the direct 
experience of the eye, he can proceed to project on 
to his canvas an arrangement of lines and colours 
which are entirely subjective in origin, and which, 
if they obey any laws at all, obey the laws of their 


own origination. Each work of art is ; then a law unto \q 


itself. These are, in fact, the two theories which 
| think will cover all the remaining manifestations 
of modern art, 

The first | will call the theory of abstract form; the 
second, the theory of subjective form. 
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PLATO’S ANTICIPATION OF THE THEORY 

OF ABSTRACT FORM 
The first theory, as has already been noted by various 
writers, has relations with the classical theory of 
form, and some of the apologists of Cubism, which 
is the name given to most of the modern manifesta- 
tions of abstract form, have not hesitated to claim 
the label of neo-classicism. And with some justifi- 
cation. The best classical expression of the theory 
of abstract form is naturally to be found in Plato. 
| would like to quote a significant passage from the 
Philebus (51 B); Socrates and Protarchus are the 
speakers: 

“*S. True pleasures are those which arise from 
the colours we call beautiful and from shapes; and 
most of the pleasures of smell and sound. True 
pleasures arise from all those things the want of 
which is not felt as painful but the satisfaction from 
which is consciously pleasant and unconditioned by 
pain. 

‘*P, But again, Socrates, what do we mean by 
these? 

“§. Certainly what | mean is not quite clear, but 
| must try to make it so. | do not now intend by 
beauty of shapes what most people would expect, 
such as that of living creatures or pictures, but, for 
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the purpose of my argument, | mean straight lines 
and curves and the surfaces or solid forms produced 
out of these by lathes and rulers and squares, if you 
understand me. For | mean that these things are 
not beautiful relatively, like other things, but always 
and naturally and absolutely; and they have their 
proper pleasures, no way depending on the itch of 
desire. And | mean colours of the same kind, with 
the same kind of beauty and pleasures. Is that clear 
or not? 

“P. 1am doing my best, Socrates, but do your best 
to make it clearer. 

“*S. Well, | mean that such sounds as are pure and 
smooth and yield a single pure tone are not beautiful 
relatively to anything else but in their own proper 
nature, and produce their proper pleasures.’’? 

The Philebus is Plato’s last work, and here we have 
a definite abandonment of the unfortunate theory 
of mimesis, or art conceived as a technique for the 
direct imitation of the appearance of things; and 
moreover we are no longer committed tothetheory, 
inherent in Greek philosophy since Pythagoras, of 
beauty as harmonic proportion. This latter theory 
was to be given final expression by Aristotle (for 


1 Trans. by E. F. Carritt: Philosophies of Beauty (Oxford, 
1931), pp. 29-30. 
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example, he says: The essential characters composing 
beauty are order, symmetry, and definiteness) and 
from Aristotle it passed into scholastic philosophy. 
‘For beauty there are three requirements,’’ writes 
St Thomas Aquinas. ‘‘First, a certain wholeness or 
perfection, for whatever is incomplete is, so far, 
ugly; second, a due proportion or harmony; and 
third, clarity, so that brightly coloured things are 
called beautiful.’? And this theory was taken over 
by the classicising tendencies of the Renaissance, 
and, indeed, gets its perfect expression in the art of 
the sixteenth century. But this is not the theory of 
beauty put forward by Plato in the Philebus; Plato 
does not commit himself to anything so definite, to 
anything so mathematical and rational. He says: 
“| do not now intend by beauty of shapes what most 
people would expect, such as that of living creatures 
or pictures’’. In that sentence he rejects the 
mimetic theory of beauty. “| mean’’, he goes on to 
say, ‘‘straight lines and curves and the surfaces or 
solid forms produced ott of these by lathes and 
rulers and squares.’’ And these things, he says, are 
not beautiful relatively, like other things (that is to 
say, they do not depend for their beauty on their 
use, or purpose, or relation one to another) but are 
beautiful always and naturally and absolutely. 
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CEZANNE’S APPROACH TO THE THEORY 
It might be possible to trace the vicissitudes of this 
idea through the centuries, but for my present pur- 
pose it will be better to leap from Plato to Cézanne. 
Cézanne was not, of course, a philosopher, or only 
a natural one, and as in the case of Gauguin, but at 
a later date, it has been left to others to formulate 
the theories implicit in Cézanne’s work. But it is 
important to realise first of all that Cézanne fore- 
shadowed a definite break, not merely with the 
academic notion of painting which prevailed every- 
where during the nineteenth century, but also with 
what was in his day the revolutionary school of 
Impressionism. The unfortunate word ‘‘Post-im- 
| pressionism’’ was invented, and it is unfortunate 
because it leads the innocent to suppose that Post- 
impressionism was a development of Impressionism. 
But that is far from the truth. When Cézanne, in his 
innocent way, said that his aim was “‘to do Poussin 
again after nature’’, and ‘‘to make out of im- 
_ Ppressionism something as solid and enduring as the 
art of the museums”’, he was definitely renouncing 
the aim of that tradition which began with Constable 
and ended with Manet. Their art had staked every- 
thing on the impression of natural vitality conveyed 
_ by the work of art; Cézanne staked everything on 
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the inherent form. He did not want to adopt the 
a priori notions of form which the Renaissance had 
inherited from Aristotelian philosophy; such notions 
of form were imposed on art from without. Cézanne 
sought his form in the object itself, and he strove, 
with all the passion and integrity of genius, to reveal . 
the structure latent in satisfying natural subjects. 
This involved an emphasis on planes, volumes, and. 
outlines which tended to give his paintings a ‘Beo- ; 
metrical organisation; and Cézanne himself said that 
nature could be resolved into the cylinder, the 
sphere and the cone. Which is very near Plato’s 
“surfaces and solid forms’”’ 

| must, however, admit this qualification in re- 
spect of Cézanne. He did not conceive his volumes... _ 
in outline, geometrically, but in contrasted colours; © 
and that is really the individual distinction of . 
Cézanne: a sensibility to form expressed in colour. 
‘‘To paint’’, he said, ‘‘was to register his colour/ 
sensations.’’ Everything else—all values of atmo- 
sphere and perspective—is sacrificed to this end, 
sacrificed to the organisation of his colour sensations. 
‘*When colour has its richness, form has its pleni- 
tude’’ is another of his rare revealing aphorisms. 
This conception of form built up in colour, a colour 
synthesis, is perhaps a difficult one to realise, especi- 
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ally for people who are weak in colour sensibility: 
it is, however, the essential quality of Cézanne’s art. 
In a sense, it brings him nearer to St Thomas’s 
definition than to Plato’s; for St Thomas, as we have 
seen, insisted on a clarity of bright colours as one 
of the essentials of beauty. 


GEOMETRIC TYPES OF ART 


Before going on to describe the theory of abstract 
art developed on the basis of Cézanne’s practice, it is 
necessary to refer to one other type of art of which 
there are several historical examples. It is often 
confused with abstraction, and certainly modern de- 
velopments in abstract art owe as much to it as 
to Cézanne. | refer to what is generally known as 
‘““seometricising’’ or ‘‘stylised’’ art: a type found 
in the early period of Greek art, in Byzantine, 
Scandinavian and early Gothic art, and in various 
kinds of savage art. The essence of this kind of art, 
as distinct from the art of Cézanne, is that it is in 
no way organised. It is difficult to generalise about 
a phenomenon so widely spread in time and origins; 
but essentially it is a distortion in the representation 
of a natural object in the interests of rhythm. It is 
generally confined to the representation of single 
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objects—a god, an animal, or a plant, and if applied 
to larger patterns, then becomes a rigidly sym- 
metrical design: the organisation, that is to say, if 
any, is of a proportionate, harmonic type. But the 
essential character of this style is seen in a single 
object, for example, a Scythian gold ornament in the 
so-called Animal Style, and that character may be 
defined as an emphasis of the rhythmical content of 


natural forms to the greatest extent consistent with 


= 


a recognition of the object represented. But in the 
degenerate types of this art the original object is 
lost and you get just a formal symmetrical pattern 
of no great aesthetic significance. 

The interest in formal structure evoked by Cé- 
zanne’s method coincided with a renewed interest 
in geometric types of art—particularly Byzantine 
art and savage art: perhaps, to some extent, the two 
interests fed one another. But the final result of 
these interests, in the sphere of art, was the con- 
temporary Cubist school. 


CUBISM 


This is a fairly limited school, but a very consistent, 
and a very persistent one. In France it consists of 
artists like Braque, Lhdte, Ozenfant, Jeanneret, 
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Delaunay, Marcoussis, Metzinger, Gleizes and Léger; 
in Germany, Marc, Feininger and Baumeister. Picasso 
is sometimes credited with the invention of the 
style; but he and other painters who have inter- 
mittently practised the style, such as Derain and 
even Matisse, in the main belong to other schools. 

The Cubists proper, although they display con- 
siderable variations of manner and even of method, 
nevertheless illustrate a coherent theory of art, and 
| believe that that theory is nearly the same theory 
as that expressed by Plato in the passage from 
the Philebus which | have quoted. Cézanne was, 
as | hope | have made clear, still bound to a theory 
of equivalence: he believed that in some way his 
painting did represent the nature of an object; or, 
at any rate, represented the sensation given by the 
nature of the object. His art, in spite of its organisa- 
tion, was still a mimetic art. But the cubist, taking 
the object as a point of departure, abstracts from it, 
to revert to the words of Plato, by means of lathes, 
rulers and squares, the inherent straight lines and 
curves, surfaces and solid forms. The result is a work 
giving true pleasure, in no way depending on the 
representation of the object, not relative to its use 
or associations, but always and naturally and ab- 
solutely beautiful. : 


ate 
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Described in so many words, this process of ab- 
straction might have the appearance of a mechanical 
process, leaving little room for the play of the artist’s 
individual sensibility. Actually, nothing could be 
more distinct than the personality, the individuality, 
of the work of the various cubist painters | have 
mentioned. No one would ever confuse a work by 
Braque with a work by Léger. Far from emptying 
a work of the artist’s personality, this process of 
abstraction, by removing the mask of sentimental 
actuality, leaves that personality free to shine out 


clearly. Landscapes and portraits have, so to speak, - 
their own personalities, and it is easy for the repro- 
ductive painter to mask his own lack of personality 


in the personality ofthings. But the cubist, stripping 
his object of all adventitious aids to expressiveness, 
relying solely on the formal structure of his straight 
lines and curves, surfaces and solid forms, is naked 


before the world, powerless to clothe himself in ~ 


anything but his own gestures and expressions. 


TOUGH- AND TENDER-MINDED CUBISTS 


So clearly does the personality reveal itself in cubist 
painting, that | think there is no difficulty in dividing 
the cubists themselves into two schools, which we 
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might, to adopt William James’s terminology, call 
the tough-minded and the tender-minded. The 
tender-minded are those who, like Braque and Juan 
Gris, seem to carry their abstraction towards a 
decorative end. Their paintings are discreet in tone, 
carefully worked, plastically effective, related in their 
total effect to the still-life effect of a Chardin. They 
seem to carry with them some suggestion of the 
organic world, an undertone. Far different are the 


~ tough-minded productions of a Léger, a Metzinger, 


a Jeanneret or a Feininger. All organic sensibility 
is suppressed. We are in a world of inorganic, of 


mechanic, sensibility. If there is an undertone, it is 


an undertone of the machine: the dynamo, the rock- 
drill, the hydraulic pump. Because of this relation, 
this aspect of cubism is sometimes given a special 
label: constructivism. 

It is perhaps the most difficult aspect of cubism to 
accept. It is impossible that any person of real 
sensibility and unprejudiced mind could fail to be 
charmed in some way by a painting by Braque: it is 
a different matter with a painter like Léger. Here 
is no concession to sentiment, to charm, or to 
decorative function. Colour is often a discord, the 


- form agitated and relentless. It is easy to dismiss 


such art as lacking in sensibility; and that, in effect, 
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is what so good a friend to modern art as Mr Roger 
Fry did in an article he published recently. Mr Fry 
proceeded on the assumption that ‘‘there is a real 
and profound antagonism between sensibility and 
mechanism’’. But that, | think, is unduly to limit 
the meaning of the word sensibility. Mr Fry illus- 
trated his meaning by reference to a drawing by 
Rembrandt of a sow. ‘‘What happens to us when 
weare thrilled by the beauty of Rembrandt’s drawing 
is that the peculiar rhythms of his lines transmit to 
us, not only the likeness of a sow, but also Rem- 
brandt’s imaginative excitement as he apprehended 
certain relations of form in what he contemplated, 
and that excitement and exaltation depended upon 
his peculiarly intense emotional reaction to life, an 
emotion expressed in his case through his specific 
sense of visible form.’’ But cannot | say something 
very similar about one of Léger’s paintings? Cannot 
| say, to transpose Mr Fry’s words: ‘* What happens 
to us when we are thrilled by the beauty of Léger’s 
painting is that the peculiar rhythms of his lines and 
planes transmit to us, not so much the likeness of a 
town, but rather Léger’s imaginative excitement as 
he apprehended certain relations of form in what he 


1 **Sensibility versus Mechanism’’, The Listener, vol. vii, 
No. 169, p. 497. 
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contemplated, and that excitement and exaltation 
depended upon his peculiarly intense emotional 
reaction to mechanism, an emotion expressed in his 
case through his specific sense of geometric form’’? 
Is not that just as plausible as the description of 
Mr Fry’s sensibility before Rembrandt's drawing? — 
Must we not therefore conclude that we have, nota ~ 
blank opposition between sensibility and mechanism, 
but rather an opposition between two kinds of sensi- 
bility? Cannot we have geometric as well as organic 
sensibility? The history of art proves that we can, — 
abundantly. You may, of course, question the re- 
lative values of these two types of sensibility, but 
that they both have a natural existence is not to be 
denied. : , 


MECHANIC SENSIBILITY 


But we might ask why this mechanic or geometric 
sensibility should have a special appeal to-day, and 
| think the answer to that question will also giveusa __ 
clue to the values underlying this form of sensibility. 


There are, I think, two answers to the question, one . 


obvious enough, the other involving rather com- 
plicated questions of social psychology. The obvious _ 
ground for the appeal of mechanical forms is the _ 
presence in our daily life of so many machines: of so 
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many objects, expressing in their lines and volumes 
a certain functional perfection to which we cannot 
deny the name of beauty. It is true, as Mr Fry points 
out, that all perfectly functioning machines are not 
beautiful: that the quality of beauty is perhaps con- 
fined to machines expressing some abstract notion 
like speed, power, or precision. But that does not 
alter the fact that we are surrounded by such 
examples of mechanical perfection, and that it would 
therefore seem legitimate to attempt to transfer to 
painting the same qualities of perfection which we 
find expressed in machines. 

But there is probably a profounder reason for the 
appearance of a mechanical or geometric sensibility 
in modern art, and that reason is the reason under- 
lying all the recurrent phases of geometric art in 
history. There have been attempts to explain these 
phases on rationalistic grounds: various types of 
geometric ornament are explained as developments 
of residuary technical elements. For example: the 
seams and stitches which were inevitable when man 
made vessels from sewn leather, were copied for 
decorative effect on similar vessels when made of 
clay. We have to imagine that man had become so 
used to these surface irregularities that he simply 
could not bear the sight of a smooth undecorated 
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pot, and so he copied the accidental features of the 
earlier type on to the later type of vessel. There 
may, here and there in the history of art, be types 
which lend colour to such a theory, but it is utterly 
inadequate to account for all types of geometrical 
art. It accounts for a few types of ornamental 
decoration, particularly in the Neolithic period: it 
does not account for the art of primitive man in 
general, for the geometric ornament of early Nor- 
thern art, for the same element in Byzantine art, or 
many other types, including modern geometric art. 
We must look for some wider explanation in the 
spiritual life of the peoples concerned—for the 
Science of art is finally the science of human psy- 
chology, and the mutations of the history of art are 
but part of the fundamental process governing all 
development in human history: ‘‘the checkered,. 
fateful adjustment of man to the outer world’’. 

This last phrase is quoted from Worringer’s Form 
in Gothic, a work in which may be found a coherent 
psychological theory which includes in its scope the 
phenomenon of geometrical art. That principle, as 
it concerns us now, is first established in relation 
to the art of primitive man: 

‘For primitive man—still mentally undeveloped 
and therefore contemplating the chaos of the world 
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surrounding him with timidity and doubt—artistic 
activity, as we have seen, had meant the impulse to 
establish another world of perceptual values, a world 
of absolute and permanent values placed above the 
shifting world of appearances and free from all the 
arbitrariness of life. He had therefore remodelled 
what was living and arbitrary in his ceaselessly 
fluctuating visual impressions into invariable symbols 
of an intuitive and abstract kind. His artistic will 
sensuous perception of the object; instead he created 
precisely in order to subdue the torment of per- 
ception, in order to obtain fixed conceptual images in 
the place of casual perceptual images. Consequently 
his art bore a positive, almost scientific character; 
it was the product of a direct impulse of self- 
preservation, not the unrestrained luxury product 
of a humanity delivered from all elemental world 
fears.’’! 

That is a succinct expression of what | believe to 
be the only theory that accounts at all adequately 
for the geometric, abstract nature of various types 
of art; and what | now want to suggest is, that 
there are conditions in modern life which give 
rise to a similar spiritual attitude in men, and to 

1 Form in Gothic (Eng. trans.), London, 1927, p. 29. 
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a similar expression of that attitude in art. We 


have, it is true, a mental equipment far different 
from that of primitive man; but is our outer world, 
in its state of political, economic and spiritual 


| seas one which man can face with ‘‘ universal 


piety’’, sensuous satisfaction, spiritual aplomb? Is 


‘ - it not rather a world from which the sensitive soul, 
be he painter or poet, will flee to some spiritual 
“refuge, some sense of stability? And is he not likely, 


in that tendency, to desert the perceptual basis of 
the empirical art of the immediately preceding 
epoch, in favour of a fixed conceptual basis? There, 
at least, is a theory which would explain the origin, 
in our days, of a sensibility absolutely different in 
kind from the sensibility which Mr Fry gratuitously 
assumes to be the only kind of aesthetic sensibility. 
And that is not only my belief but my experience: 
there is a spiritual satisfaction in such art which has 


‘nothing to do with the kind of emotional reaction 


to life which Rembrandt transmits; but which, in 
Plato’s words, exists not relatively to anything else, 
but in its own proper nature, producing its own 
proper pleasures. 


SOCIAL SIGNIFICANCE OF ABSTRACT ART 
In accordance with this view of geometrical art in 
general, it is possible to regard such art as | have 
described in this chapter as an art of despair—an art 
merely of escape from the complexity and confusion 
of modern life. There is, perhaps, this profound 
difference between the geometrical art of the past 


(such as Celticart) and the geometrical art of to-day: , 


that the one was done un-self-consciously, in re- 
sponse to some spiritual impulse shared by the 
community, whilst to-day such art is conscious, 


prompted by the intellect, only appreciated by the - > 


intellect. That is not altogether true, for | hope io 
have shown that the aestheticand emotional element 
is present in such art. But there is no doubt that 
the modern artist, feeling himself no longer in any 
vital contact with society, performing no necessary 
or positive function in the life of the community, 
retreats upon himself and gives expression to his 
own peu of subjectivity, limiting himself to this 
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expression, and not caring whether expression is Ape” 


also communication. In such a situation, once they 
realise it, many artists simply throw away their 
brushes and take to other work—to architecture, 
to journalism, even to commerce. Contemplating 
abstract paintings such as | illustrate, the plain man 
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will probably conclude that they might have done 
worse. But let us be careful lest by encouraging 
this gesture of despair, this sabotage, we cut at 


‘the roots of the whole tradition of art. It may be 


true that the purpose of art cannot be achieved by 
artists individually. But if we examine the matter 
historically we shall be forced to admit that never 
since the Baroque period has art served any social 
or cultural purpose. All the art of the last 250 years 
is the production of individual artists. The work of 
art is a spot on the wall, a cabinet- -picture for the 
delectation of the individual: the rest is reproduc- 
tion and imitation. It is not for me to discuss the 
profound spiritual causes underlying this historical 
‘change. They are causes which relate to the spiritual 
ie itself—to the place of religion in the state and 


¥, ) the practice of religion in the man: farther down 


3 


than that, they relate to that delicate balance which 


man, if he is to remain vital, must always maintain 
between intellect and intuition, between knowledge 
and faith, between individuality and discipline. But 
| think it is false to take the long view backwards; 
nothing is so fatal to life as historical determinism, 
especially that grandiose and specious type asso- 
ciated with the name of Oswald Spengler. Art we 
should rather regard as an instrument in our hands, 
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and our business, as artists and philosophers of art, 
is to keep that instrument sharp. Beyond that, we 
can only say that the artist is what we make him. 
But again | would insist that this does not mean 
that art in any fundamental sense is a mere reflex 
of social and economic conditions. The quality of 
art is fairly constant, like the products of all man’s 
capabilities: that is why it is such a vulgar error to 
imagine that art can be economically determined. 
But we must distinguish between the quality of art 
and the occasion of its exercise. Mozart was called 
upon to compose music for a mechanical toy, as well 
as for a religious mass. The quality of his genius was 
constant for both occasions; and that genius was 
not determined by the society in which Mozart lived. 
The modern painter is all the time composing for 
mechanical toys; but sometimes he does this so well, 
that we know he could if necessary build cathedrals. 
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97. KURT SELIGMANN 
Composition. 1932 


By permission-of Abstraction-Création 
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99. MAX ERNST 


Figures anthropomorphes nocturnes. 


100. MAX ERNST 


A lintérieur de la vue: l’oeuf. 1930 
By permission of the Mayor Gallery 


lOl. MAX ERNST 
Bonjour Satanas. 1928 


102. JOAN MIRO (b. 1893 . 
Painting. 1927 


By permission of Galerie Pierre 
Photo. Giraudon 


103. JOAN MIRO 
Painting. 1927 


By permission of Galerie Pierre 
Photo. Giraudon 
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104. JOAN MIRO 


Femme assise. 


1932 


of the Mayor Gallery and Galerie Pierre 


105. PABLO PICASSO (b. 1881) 


Abstraction. 1930 
By permission of Alex. Reid & Lefévre Ltd 


106. PABLO PICASSO 
Abstraction. 1926 


Collection Paul Rosenberg 
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107. PABLO PICASSO 
Abstraction. 1929 


Collection Paul Rosenberg 
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IO. TRISTRAM HILLIER (b. 1905) 
ed Composition. 1933 
~ By permission of the Mayor Gallery 
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115. SALVADOR DALI 
(Detail) ' 
Photo. Man Ray 


116. EDWARD BURRA 


Composition. 1932 
By permission of the Mayor Gallery 
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117. PAUL KLEE (b. 1879) 
Gay breakfast table. 1928 


By permission of the Galerie Flechtheim, 
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Lady with necklace. 1932 
f the Galerie Flechtheim, Berlin, and the Mayor Gallery 


PAUL KLEE 
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123. ENRICO PRAMPOLINI (b. 1894) 


Photo. C. Barucchello, Milan 
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125. HANS ARP 
Mask. 


. 1889) 
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[26. PAUL’ NASH (b 


1931 
American Private Collection 
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Minotaure 


Photo. Brassai 
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128. ANDRE MASSON 
Drawing. 


: Chapter V 
THE THEORY OF SUBJECTIVE IDEALISM 


A: beginning of the last chapter | described 
the dilemma of the typical modern artist, the 
artist who has renounced the reproduction of the 
visible appearance of the object as an aim in art, and 
who then hesitates between abstraction and free 
subjective form. | went on to describe the theories 
underlying abstract art, and now, to complete the 
survey, | want to say something about this further, 
quite distinct, type of modern art which is entirely 
subjective in its origins. | will take Picasso as my 
point of departure. 


~ THE METHOD OF PICASSO 


Picasso is an artist of many phases: he was one of 
the originators of the cubist school, and from time 
to time he makes excursions into the direct repro- — 
ductive method of painting. But his most typical, 
and | think we can say his most consistent style is 
subjective. There are purer artists of this type, as 
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| hope to show, but Picasso, by virtue of his energy, 
his experimental verve, his réclame, must be con- 
sidered first. He himself has not been particularly 
vocal, but a great deal has been written about him, 
and some of his obiter dicta have been reported. 

To understand Picasso, and the whole of the 
school | am now going to deal with, one must admit 
as a simple preliminary a distinction between in- 
. tuitive and rational modes of apprehension. | do 
not claim that the psychology of many of the apolo- 
gists of Picasso and his school is particularly sound. 
It is rather vague. M. Zervos, for example, who is 
engaged ona work in five volumes on Picasso, writes 
in this strain: : 

‘‘ Picasso has never set his will in opposition to 
his vision.... Vision is of quite a different order from 
will. The latter represents a continuous effort: in- 
tuition is a majestic leap into the unknown. One 
cannot attain the essence of things except by an 
extreme tension of the subjectivity.’”? 

Admittedly that sounds better in its original 
language, French; but terms like ‘‘vision’’ and 
‘“volonté’’ are dangerous terms to use without 
definition. Yet | think intuitive modes of appre- 
hension are generally recognised in philosophy if 

1 Cahiers d’Art, Nos. 3-5, 1932. 


122 


not in psychology. It would be a poor philosophy 
that denied itself the evidence of the mystics; and 
even scientists like Poincaré and Einstein have ad- 
mitted the intuitive nature of their thought pro- 
cesses. It is, at any rate, only by the acceptance of 
such an hypothesis that we can justify, or even ex- 
plain, the art of a Picasso. Picasso himself relies on 
the distinction, and in a statement reported by 
M. Zervos, he makes this quite evident: 

“| see’, he confided to M. Zervos, “for others; 
that is to say, so that | can put on canvas the sudden 
apparitions which force themselves on me. | don’t 
know in advance what | am going to put on the 
canvas, any more than | decide in advance what 
colours to use. Whilst | work, | take no stock of 
what | am painting on the canvas. Every time | begin 
a picture, | feel as though | were throwing myself 
into the void. | never know if | shall fall on my feet 
again. It is only later that | begin to evaluate more 
exactly the result of my work.” 

And M. Zervos, in continuation, explains the 
process in more detail: 

‘‘The moments of creation with Picasso are domi- 
nated by anguish. This anguish Picasso analysed for 
me recently. His only wish has been desperately to 
be himself; in fact, he acts according to suggestions 
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which come to him from beyond his own limits. He_ 


sees descending upon him a superior order of 
exigences, he has a very clear impression that some- 


\3 thing compels him imperiously to empty his spirit 


of all that he has only just discovered, even before 


_he has been able to control it, so that he can admit 


— 


other suggestions. Hence his torturing doubts. But 
this anguish is not a misfortune for Picasso. It is 
just this which enables him to break down all his 
barriers, leaving the field of the possible free to him, 


and ope up. to, spl the ree of the 


Wee 


unknown.’ “Ny a fir a 

| think that | is as eat as we can ‘expect : a descrip- 
tion of such subjective processes to be. We have to 
realise that we are now concerned, not with a logical 
development of the art of painting in Europe, not 
even with a development for which there is any 
historical parallel, but with an abrupt break with all 


tradition, with all preconceptions of what the art 


of painting should be. It would be much better if 
we could altogether abandon the word “‘ painting ”’ 
for such an activity, but so long as it is an affair of 


-anvas and paint, | am afraid that is too much to 


expect. Let us realise, however, that all links with 


\ the objective world are broken; that that love of 


the! concrete which has characterised the art of 
[24 


Europe for centuries, and which has become in- 


separable from the very concept, is deliberately 
po - 


renounced. The painter instead turns all his per- 
ceptive faculties inwards, to the realm of his subjec- 
tive fancies, his day dreams, his preconscious images. 
He replaces observation b by intuition, analysis by 
synthesis, reality by symbolism. lin 


PARALLELS IN MODERN MUSIC 
AND LITERATURE 


Before trying to assess the consequences of this 
revolution, let us note that it is not confined to 
painting. We find experiments of precisely the same 
nature in both music and literature. Music, of 
course, has always been a subjective art; but in the 
classical tradition the improvident nature of sub- 
jective thought has been controlled by the laws of 
tonality. In the atonal music of Schdnberg, Alban 
Berg, Anton Webern and others of their school, this 
objective control is to a large extent dispensed with, 


and the composer takes his leap into the darkness. 


of the subjective mind. The parallel in literature 
is even more exact, although, in my opinion, far 
less justified. The ‘interior monologue,’ used as a 
method by James Joyce in Ulysses, is an attempt 


to transmit the flow of thought. in all its subjective 


Pe 
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inconsequence direct to paper. We might say of 
such a method, and it is a distinction we may find 
useful in painting, that whilst the result, if honestly 
arrived at, will always have psychological value (as 
an individual case, at any rate), it will only have 
literary value in so far as it is justified by literary 
values —by literary technique. In Joyce’s case there 
is a positive lyrical value in the verbal texture of the 
monologue —if not always poetic, then at least witty. 
Such technical values distinguish this kind of litera- 
ture from, shall we say, the case-histories in a 
psychological treatise; distinguish it, too, from those 
false imitations of Joyce which have neither his 
lyrical impulse nor his sense of wit. | speak here 
specifically of Ulysses. In the further experiments 
which Joyce has made (and again he has had 
many imitators) the dependence even on the in- 
consequent but still natural stream of consciousness 
is dispensed with, and a form of words, entirely 
intuitive in their structure and juxtaposition, is 
projected, very much in the same way that Picasso 
Projects his plastic forms. Words become units 
almost as subjective in their effect as notes in music, 
and the result can only be received in its synthetic 
wholeness—it is in no sense logical. My criticism 
of this method in literature rests on the nature of 
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the substantive word: the isolated word is not 
fundamentally a subjective unit: it is the end result 
of a process of analysis: the breaking up of vocal 
expression into a system of accepted image-con- 
veying counters. Literature, poetry in particular, 
can dispense with logic, but it cannot, within its 
nature, dispense with the image. To revert to an 
emotional vocal synthesis, without image-content, 
which is the later method of Joyce, is to revert to 
a primitive stage of mental development. It is not, 
of course, a.straightforward reversion: Joyce’s 
method is mixed up with a good deal of farce and 


cynicism. But essentially it is the misuse of a! » 


———— 


medium. 

‘Can we make the same criticism of Picasso’s 
method? | do not think we can. Painting, which 
may be defined as the disposition of colours on a 
. plane surface, appeals to our senses directly, without 
| the intervention of images or of logical concepts, 
exactly in the same way that music does. There is 
no inherent reason why painting should not be used 
to express the logically inexpressible. But what, in 
that case, is the nature of its appeal? Is it in any 
sense formal, even in the abstract sense of form first 
advanced by Plato, and in our own time given literal 
expression by the Cubists? 
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THE CONCEPT OF FORM RE-EXAMINED 
Before we can answer this question satisfactorily | 
think we must examine a little more closely the 
notion of form. We have already, in the previous 
chapters, employed the word in two senses. There 
is form in the sensational sense: this is the classical 
conception of form: a certain harmonic or pro- 
portionate relation of parts to the whole and to 
each other which can be analysed and ultimately 
reduced to number. There is secondly the intuitive 
sense of form: the sense used by Plato in Philebus, 
and which implies an asymmetrical, disproportionate 
arrangement which nevertheless gives us a direct 
if irrational sense of pleasure. | am inclined to call 
such form “‘symbolic’’, but then we must keep clear 
the distinction between this symbolism which em- 
ploys abstractions and symbolism in the ordinary 
sense which employs concrete imagery. And the 
latter form of symbolism must not be confused with 
the general notion of representative or symbolic 
form which we discussed in relation to Cézanne. 
That, by its very nature, is a conscious or intellectual 
symbolism. We are now concerned with a sub- 
conscious or intuitive symbolism. Such symbolism 
is always a concretion of some kind: the discovery 
of an objective definite thing to represent a vague, 
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even a vast, field of subjectivity. But that definite 
thing may in itself be very arbitrary, or very 
summary, as the Cross in Christianity. What | am 


now suggesting is that it may be altogether abstract 
and formal. 


TWO TYPES OF SYMBOLISM 


| think at this stage | had better interrupt my argu- 
ment to refer to an illustration of each type of sub- 
conscious symbolism. Plate 106, for example, is an 
abstraction by Picasso which has no parallel in visual 
experience. It would be difficult to argue that it 
had any harmonic or classical beauty. And yet, for 
some people, it has a strong appeal. It elicits some 
response in the unconscious; we like it as we might 
like a strange fungus, an orchid, a cloud-formation, 
a vein in marble. Plate 114 illustrates a painting by 
Dali which makes use of recognisable imagery, 
but arranges it in an irrational manner for symbolic 
effect: what it symbolises may not be evident: it 
may still be hidden in the subconscious. But there 
quite clearly we have two types of formal structure 
which owe nothing to sensational awareness, but 
depend for their appeal on unconscious factors. 

It is true that in these illustrations the element of 
colour is eliminated: that merely simplifies the 
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question for us. The element of colour may be a 
sensational quality in an intuitive form, and to that 
extent it complicates our analysis. But actually the 
colour has no deliberate charm: it too is subordinate 
to the subconscious formalism of the projected 
image. The question that now arises is: is such 
symbolism in any sense aesthetic? There are people 
who intensely dislike any kind of association be- 
tween symbolism and art. Mr Roger Fry is one. In 
a paper on “‘The Artist and Psycho-analysis’’+ he 
deals with this very question. He is speaking of 
symbolism of the ordinary type with its concrete 
imagery, and says, “‘l come back to this, that nothing 
is more contrary to the essential aesthetic faculty 
than the dream. The poet Mallarmé foresaw this 
long before Freud had revealed the psychological 
value of dreams, for in his poem in memory of 
Théophile Gautier, he says, ‘the spirit of Gautier, 
the pure poet, now watches over the garden of 
poetry from which he banishes the Dream, the 
enemy. of his charge’. You notice that in this con- 
nection he calls him deliberately the pure poet, 
knowing that in proportion as poetry becomes 
impure it accepts the dream....| have elsewhere 
expressed the belief that in a world of symbolists 
* Hogarth Press, London, 1924, pp. 15-16. 
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only two kinds of people are entirely opposed to 
symbolism, and they are the man of science and the 
artist, since they alone are seeking to make con- 
structions which are completely self-consistent, self- 
supporting and self-contained—constructions which 
do not stand for something else, but appear to have 
ultimate value and in that sense to be real. 

“It is, of course, perfectly natural that people 
should always be looking for symbolism in works of 
art. Since most people are unable to perceive the 
meaning of purely formal relations, are unable to 
derive from them the profound satisfaction that the 
creator and those that understand him feel, they 
always look for some meaning that can be attached 
to the values of actual life, they always hope to 
translate a work of art into terms of ideas with 
which they are familiar. None the less in proportion 
as an artist is pure, he is opposed to all symbolism.”’ 

This, as | have already observed, is an attack on 
symbolism in a restricted sense, but even as such, 
| think it is a little too sweeping. Mr Fry himself 
goes on to say that ‘‘no one who has a real under- 
standing of the art of painting attaches any im- 
portance to what we call the subject of a picture— 
what is represented. To one who feels the language 
of pictorial form all depends on how it is presented, 
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nothing on what ’’__a sentiment with which | entirely 
agree. But surely it rebounds against Mr Fry's own 
position, for a symbolic picture may still be a well- 
painted picture, expressing in every relation the 
artist’s sense of how, as well as his care for the 
‘‘what’’. | might give as an example Giovanni 
Bellini’s ‘‘Christian Allegory’? from the Uffizi 
Gallery in Florence—a picture by an Italian master 
whom Mr Fry greatly admires. | am not sure, that 
in a picture like this, one so soon, as Mr Fry objects 
to symbolist pictures in general, ‘‘exhausts the 
feelings connected by associated ideas with the 
figures’’—that “‘what remains, what never grows 
less nor evaporates, are the feelings dependent on 
the purely formal relations’’. | think in the end it 
comes to this: that there is bad symbolism and good 
symbolism, and though good symbolism will never 
justify a picture devoid of purely aesthetic values, 
yet granted these aesthetic values, good symbolism 
will prolong, deepen, and give significance to the 
pleasure we derive from a picture. Let us grant, 
however, that this concrete symbolism of the image- 
conveying kind is an extremely dangerous language 


. to use: that only the profoundest minds are capable 


of using it: that nothing is more desperately boring 
and distasteful than the misuse of it. 
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THE FUNCTION OF SYMBOLIC ART 
Perhaps | might venture to indicate how symbolism 
in general produces a sense of pleasure, because | 
am quite willing to admit, that if we could separate 
the symbolic content of a picture like Bellini’s from 
its formal content, then our reaction to the sym- 
bolism would not be strictly speaking aesthetic. 
‘‘Aesthetic’’ has acquired a special meaning, and is 
confined to modes of perception which affect our 
feelings of pain or pleasure. Art which is primarily 
symbolic can hardly be said to do that: it depends, 
not on an affective reaction at all, but on what | can 
only call recollection, a term | would like to intro- 
duce into the science of art. There is no doubt that 
an increasing number of people find in certain works 
of art, which in the strict sense have no aesthetic 
appeal, a certain satisfaction which is neither in- 
tellectual nor sensational, but which must therefore 
be subconscious. The psycho-analytical theories of 
Freud and Jung give us plenty of justification for 
such a possibility: the artist, in short, becomes a 
man gifted with the capacity to project symbols from | 


his subconscious, which symbols are of ‘general ( 


validity—that is to say, they are symbols which ) 


other people might project if they had the capacity, 
and which, when projected for them, they can im- 
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mediately accept. This act of acceptance replaces the 

feeling of pleasure which is the reaction in the case 

of a normal work of art. We might even go further 

and say that the values of such a type of art can be 

gauged by a new test of universality: universality on 
the plane of the subconscious. 

From this point of view | am not sure that the 
formal values which Mr Fry expressly dissociates 
from symbolism are not in themselves symbolic. 
What is more, Mr Fry as good as admits it. At the 
conclusion of the paper from which | have already 
quoted he distinguishes the two types of form which 
| have called ‘‘sensational’’ and ‘‘intuitive’’. He 
says: 

“One thing | think we may clearly say, namely, 
that there is a pleasure in the recognition of order, 
of inevitability in relations, and that the more com- 
plex the relations of which we are able to recognise 
the inevitable interdependence and correspondence, 
the greater is the pleasure....But in art there is, 

. ‘i think, an affective quality which lies outside that. 
It is not a mere recognition of order and inter- 
me. every part, as well as the whole, becomes 

uffused with an emotional tone. Now, from our 
definition of this pure beauty, the emotional tone 
is not due to any recognisable reminiscence’ or 
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‘suggestion of the emotional experiences of life; but 
| sometimes wonder if it nevertheless does not get 
its force from arousing some very deep, very vague, 
and immensely generalised reminiscences.—lt looks 
as though art had got access to the substratum of 
en a a of life, to something which 
underlies all the particular ; and 1 specialized emotions 
of actual life. It seems to derive an emotional energy 
from the very conditions of our existence by Ds 
revelation of an emotional significance in time and 
space. Or it may be that art really “calls up,’ as it 
were, the residual traces left on the spirit by the 
different emotions of life, without however re recalling 
the actual e: experiences, so that we get an echo of 
the emotion without the limitation ame particular 
direction which it had in experience.” 

But really, that is just the perfect adumbration of 
the abstract kind of symbolism for which we are 
seeking. |am sorry to leave Mr Fry with little except 
symbolism, but that | think is what his essential in art 
amounts to. He has dismissed idea, he has dismissed 


symbolic imagery; he is left with the recognition of - 


order (the classical concept of beauty) and with this 
other notion of form (which for clarity’s sake we 
had better separate altogether from the concept of 
beauty) and this form is a concretion of some kind 
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representing a vague, even a vast, field of sub- 
\ jectivity—which was precisely our definition of 
symbolism. It is possible to retort that this definition 
of symbolism is arbitrary, but it does not differ 
greatly from the one given by Mr Fry. 


SURREALISME , 
Picasso does not confine himself to the abstract 
type of unconscious symbolism, but the other type. 
which makes use of recognisable imagery is more | 
directly represented by a group of painters | have 
already referred to—the Surréalistes. The Sur- 
réalistes were preceded by a group known as the 
Dadaistes, but ‘‘Dada’’ was only a joke; or rather it = 
was the gesture of men too bored with the tragedy 
of life to be anything but irreverent. It was born _ 
at Zurich in 1916 and died at Paris in 1924. In 
1924 ‘‘Surréalisme’’ rose from the ashes—and took 
definite shape in a manifesto issued by the poet — 
André Breton. As a movement it is not confined 
to the plastic arts, but includes poetry, drama, — 
and even psychology and philosophy; it has some- = 
what unreciprocated affinities with communism in ~ 
politics. : 

As the word implies, the main doctrine of the 
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school is that thake exists a world more real chan { ') 


the normal world, and this is the world of the un- 
conscious “mind. Though the Surréalistes acknow- 
ledge Lautréamont as their master (and his Chants 
de Maldoror is certainly a loaded mine of irrational’ 
phantasy), and even seeka metaphysical justification 
in the philosophy of Hegel, yet | doubt if ‘‘Sur- 
réalisme’’ would ever have existed in its present 
form but for Professor Freud. He is the real founder 
of the school, for just as Freud finds a key to the 
_ perplexities of life in the material of dreams, so the 
“‘Surréaliste’’ finds his best inspiration in the same 
region. And with reason; you can no more dismiss 
“Surréalisme’’ than you can dismiss Psychoanalysis. 
- But even if you deny the validity of both as theories, 
the test, so far as the art is concerned, remains the 
simple one of enjoyment. Granted that both im- 
pulses, the romantic and the classic, exist in their 
own right (and the history of art is a sufficient 
demonstration of that), then perfection may be 
achieved in the expression of either, and aesthetic 


enjoyment is simply the perception of any kind of - 
njo Ce 


perfection. ieee 
As a movement, Surréalisme is totally distinct 

from all other contemporary schools, and indeed 

makes a complete break with all the accepted tra- 
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ditions of artistic expression. Inevitably, therefore, 
it arouses the bitterest opposition, not only in 
academic circles (generally content to dismiss it as 
an absurdity), but even from those painters and 
critics who are normally accepted as modernists. 
But such blind opposition has so often proved wrong 
in the past that we should at least make an attempt 
to understand the aim of artists so sincere and de- 
termined as Max Ernst, Joan Mird, Salvador Dali 
and (though he has seceded from the movement) 
André Masson. All these artists show the same 
tendency towards what might be called a disinte- 
gration of the intellect or reason, which is one aspect 
of symbolism. 

The artist, whether poet or mystic or painter, © 
does not seek a symbol for what is clear to the 
understanding and capable of discursive exposition; 
he realises that life, especially the mental life, exists 
on two planes, one definite and visible in outline 
and detail, the other—perhaps the greater part of 
life—submerged, vague, indeterminate. A human 
being drifts through time like an iceberg, only partly 
floating above the level of the consciousness. It is 
the aim of the Surréaliste, whether as painter or as 
poet, to try and realise some of the dimensions and 
characteristics of his submerged being, and to do 
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this he resorts to the significant imagery of dreams 
and dream-like states of mind. 

In an introduction to a book of Surréaliste en- 
gravings by Max Ernst (La Femme 100 Tétes), André 
Breton says that Max Ernst has the most magnifi- 
cently haunted brain of to day, and noone who 
knows that artist’s work will be inclined to dispute 
the claim. But why be haunted? | think Mr Breton 
would reply that it is better than being bored. 
A statue, he says, which is quite devoid of interest 


in its proper place, becomes an object of wonder if / 


put inaditch. And so with life in general: it is too 
dull in its proper place. It is the function of art to 
upset the apple-cart: to snatch things from the 
security of their normal existence, and put them 
where they have never been before, except in 
dreams. 

Many critics, too occupied with the mysterious 
content of paintings such as Max Ernst’s, do not stop 
to consider their aesthetic merits, and condemn 
them outright as being psychology or literature, 
anything but painting. Thereby such critics reveal 
their limitations, for, if for a moment they would 
forget the symbolism, they would discover (granted 
an unprejudiced sensibility) an endless charm in the 


colour and texture of the actual painting. For Max. 
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, Ernst is above all an artist in the limited sense—a 
man who paints with taste and sensibility. He uses 
these gifts to convey his vision—his symbolic vision 
—just as Blake used his poetic sensibility to convey 
his symbolic vision. After a century or so we have 
arrived at the point of accepting the genius of Blake; 

_in the same mood we shall one day accept the com- 
parable genius of Max Ernst. 


THE ART OF FREE FANCY: KLEE. 


The only phase of modern art which we have not 
yet dealt with will now, | think, fit neatly into our 
categories. | suppose, again, it is a symbolic art, but 
it is not symbolicin any of the senses we have already 
discussed. Nor is it in any way a reproduction of 
the direct experience of the eye (the phenomenal 
figure). It is an art of pure phantasy, and if it is 
objected that phantasy is a literary category, then 
ee is literary art, but it is not ashamed of the fact. It 
is not devoid of formal values—no plastic art can be 
if it is to avoid disturbing effects on our sense of 
visual pleasure. But the formal element is quite 
oo to the content. The content is subor- 
dinate to nothing: it is free fancy. Paul Klee, the 
most representative artist of this type, has himself 
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described his method of procedure by an allegory 
which shows the fanciful way in which his imagina- 
tion works; we might call it “‘ Going for a walk with 
a line**> 

‘“Let us, on the way constructing a topographical 
chart, make a short excursion into the land of better 
understanding. ‘From a dead full-stop the first act 
of movement sets off. (Line.) After a short time a 
halt, to take breath (interrupted line, or line jointed 
by repeated halts). A look back, what a long way 
we have already gone (opposite movement). Then 
taking thought of the way hither and thither 
(bundles of lines). A river holds us up, we take a 
boat (wave movements). Further on a bridge ap- 
pears (a series of arches). 

There we meet a like-minded person, who would 
also like to go and find greater knowledge. At first 
united by joy (convergence), but generally separated 
by differences (independent course of two lines). 
' A certain excitement on both sides (expression, 
dynamism and psyche of the line). 

We cross a ploughed-up field (surface drawn 
through with lines), then a thick forest. The line 
loses its way, tries to find it and once even describes 
the classical movement of a running hound. 

-1 Paul Klee, by Leopold Zahn. Potsdam, 1920, pp. 19-20. 
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lam no longer quite cool: in the vicinity of another 
river there is fog (spatial element). It will, however, 
soon become clear. 

Basket-makers are going home with their waggons 
(the wheel), with them a child with delightful curls 
(screw movements). Later it is sultry and dark 
(spatial element). Lightning on the horizon (zig-zag 
line), now stars above us (dots). 

Soon we reach our first lodging. Before going to 
sleep all kinds of recollections will emerge, because 
an excursion gives one so many impressions. 

All kinds of different lines, strokes, touches, 
smooth surfaces, speckled surfaces, hatched sur- 
faces. Wavy motion. Restricted, jointed motion. 
Counter motion. Flecked, woven, walled, worn. 
Unanimity, community. The line petering out, 
getting strong again (dynamism). 

Happy symmetry of the first strokes, then re- 
straints, nerves! Repressed trembling, flattery of 
hopeful little breezes. Brakes suddenly put on 
against the storm. Madness, murder. 

Good things as guide, the self in darkness and 
despair. The lightning is repeated in the fever-chart. 
A sick child....All over.”’ 

Klee’s world is, in fact, a fairy world—an in- 
tellectual fairyland. It is, | think, a world quite 
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different from any conceived by a Latin imagination: 
it is a world of spooks and goblins, of mathematical 
gnomes and musical imps, of elfish flowers and 
fabulous beasts: a Gothic world. It reminds me 
strongly of certain kinds of mediaeval illumination, 
particularly the linear phantasies which decorate the 
Utrecht Gospels, but in general of the overflowing 
fun which we often find in mediaeval art. But the 
page of Klee’s manuscript is, as it were, much larger: 
it is the open page of the imagination, the wider 


margin of what Freud calls the pre-conscious mind. | 


THE COMMON ELEMENT 


In conclusion, | would like to ask, and to answer, a 
question which may have occurred to the reader. 
In dealing with these latter types of modern art, | 
have discounted (though not altogether rejected) 
the universality of those formal values which Mr Fry 
suggested as the one enduring element in art. We 


have previously discounted the element of imita- =; 


tion, that is to say, the existence of a criterion 
in the objective phenomenal world. And we have 
barely thought worthy of consideration the notion 
that art gains its value from the character of the 
moral or sentimental ideas to which it may give a 


143 


pictorial expression. Does that leave us with any 
one element common to all great pictorial art, the 
peculiar possession of all genuine artists? The 
camera can give us the exact appearance of things; 
moral sentiments are not the special property of 
artists; and | also suggest that the perception of 
purely formal relations, and the conception of a 
world of phantasy, are common to many people 
( besides artists. But the ability to express these 
fk diverse contents which art may have: that is unique 
/ in the artist. And by the ability to express | mean 
literally the technical skill to transpose mental 
images into linear: signs. | mean what has often been 
’ called in a very apt metaphor—the artist’s hand- 
writing. It is only a metaphor: we must use the 
word in a large sense, implying that not merely 
idiosyncrasies, but the whole. being of a man is 
expressed in this act. It is more than acquired skill 
-\ —mMmany poor artists are exquisite craftsmen. It is 
/the capacity to allow the personality to express 
“itself in the craftsmanship: some mysterious equi- 
valence between thought and action. The act of 
putting pencil to paper, brush to canvas, becomes 
an act of what Croce has called lyrical intuition, and 
in that act, in that instant, the personality, and 
indeed, the spirituality of the arti 
Tk: Tsk wat Eye (enn nuh 
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